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 Care leavers (adults formerly in foster care) are more likely to have negative 
outcomes in adulthood than non-fostered peers, especially in employment, earnings, and 
education (Courtney et al., 2011; Courtney et al., 2018; Pecora et al., 2005; Pecora et al., 
2003). Success is determined by how well care leavers are able to demonstrate positive 
outcomes in these domains, but these domains are often defined by policy and research. 
Services provided by legislation focus on independent living skills to promote care 
leavers’ educational and employment opportunities in adulthood (Collins, 2014). 
However, little research has explored how care leavers themselves define success, 
determine their own goals, and use the services provided to meet their goals. Informed by 
the identity capital model (Côté, 2016b), this study answers the questions: 1) how do care 
leavers define success in their own words, 2) what self-defined goals did care leavers 
have as they transitioned out of care, and 3) what human, social, and cultural capital was 
available to help care leavers meet their goals at transition. Using a narrative approach, 
15 care leavers were asked to offer their own definition of success, goals at transition, 
and provide details into what human, social, and cultural capital resources they had 
available to meet their goals. Findings indicate care leavers’ definitions of success 
  viii 
demonstrate a focus on achievement, life satisfaction, and connection, and their goals are 
aligned with those determined by legislation and research. However, many had yet to 
achieve their transition goals by the time they aged out of aftercare services. This delay 
was based on systemic barriers that inhibited care leavers from building various capital 
during their time in care and during their transition to adulthood; these barriers are 
endemic to the child welfare system and posed a form of structural oppression in the lives 
of children and care leavers. This indicates a clear need for policy, practice, and research 
to determine better ways to provide services and reduce the impact of structural 
oppression within the child welfare system for future care leavers during their time in 
foster care, the transition from foster care, and early adulthood.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
 From the start of the foster care system in the United States, care leavers (adults 
formerly in foster care) have faced challenges transitioning into adulthood and achieving 
positive outcomes in all major areas of function in adulthood (educational, vocational, 
financial, health, social, and relational) (Barth, 1986, 1990). Care leavers compose the 
42,000 adults each year who leave the foster care system, either by aging out of the 
traditional foster care system or participating in extended foster care (U. S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, 2018). In the majority of jurisdictions, care leavers who 
leave formal foster care at the age of 18 go from being cared for by the state on one day 
to suddenly being entirely responsible for their own affairs the next (Child Welfare 
Information Gateway, 2017; Collins, 2014). Though federal policies attempt to prepare 
youth for this abrupt transition into adulthood, the process happens rapidly, without 
attention to the normal developmental process that one would experience during this 
transition (Collins, 2014).  
 Many studies, both large and small scale, have focused on outcomes of care 
leavers only a few years after aging out of care (ages 18 to 26) (e.g., Courtney et al., 
2011; Courtney et al., 2018; Day, Dworsky, & Feng, 2013; Fowler, Marcal, Zhang, Day, 
& Landsverk, 2017; Geenen et al., 2015; Pecora et al., 2005; Pecora et al., 2003). 
Achieving these adult outcomes in such a short time frame has often been used as a proxy 
for determining success; in policy and research, a successful care leaver is one who has 
succeeded in completing postsecondary education, achieving full-time employment, and 
earning sufficient income to avoid relying on public assistance (Courtney et al., 2011). In 
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fact, policy often frames successful programming as demonstrating the ability to affect 
positive change in these adult outcomes for care leavers soon after leaving care; large-
scale studies have often focused on youth up to the age of 26, and few studies have 
looked at care leavers past that age (Brännström, Forsman, Vinnerljung, & Almquist, 
2017). However, developmental theory suggests progression towards these successful 
outcomes is gradual in non-foster care populations (Arnett, 2007b) and is largely 
supported by the family as they move into the areas of education and employment 
(Schoeni & Ross, 2005).   
 Policy for care leavers presents an abrupt transition; care leavers receive intense 
support one day and then become ineligible the next. The focus policy has on providing 
programming to help care leavers achieve success in adulthood is new, and the focus on 
predetermined outcomes as measures of success places care leavers at a distinct 
disadvantage. Still missing from policy and research is a focus on the agency of care 
leavers as they gradually emerge into adulthood: how do care leavers envision success for 
themselves and do programs that exist to help them meet this self-defined vision? This 
study seeks to answer this guiding question. 
Policy and Services for Youth Leaving Care 
 Services for adults leaving foster care have been developed and funded by 
Congress only within the last 30 years (COBRA, 1986). The programs created by this 
legislation, independent living services, have received further legislative improvement by 
specifying standardized curriculum requirements for training programs, increasing 
funding for these services, and expanding Medicaid (FCIA, 1999); creating educational 
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and training vouchers for educational expenses for care leavers (PSSFA, 2002); and 
providing a voluntary foster care arrangement until age 21 for adults who would 
otherwise have aged out (FCSIA, 2008). Despite these legislative changes, research over 
the past 20 years has demonstrated that care leavers still face challenges in all major areas 
of function in adulthood; care leavers continue to be underemployed, undereducated, and 
more reliant on public assistance than their peers (Courtney et al., 2011; Courtney et al., 
2018; Pecora et al., 2005; Pecora et al., 2003). 
 Over the past century, research has focused on the higher rates of negative 
adulthood outcomes in major life domains (health, relational, social, educational, and 
vocational) during adulthood for care leavers when compared to their non-care leaving 
peers (Barth, 1986). Concerns of the negative outcomes care leavers had experienced, 
and the result of continuous attacks on the failures of the foster care system to improve 
successful outcomes of youth in care led to the development of the Independent Living 
Programs (COBRA, 1986) emerged in 1985 to combat this growing concern (McGowan, 
2014). From the program’s inception, the explicit focus has been on developing skills and 
providing training that promotes desired outcomes in mainstream notions of adulthood: 
pursuing formal education, employment, financial responsibility (e.g., budgeting), 
housing, and physical health (COBRA, 1986). 
 The National Youth in Transition Database measures six targeted outcomes for 
youth leaving care: 1) financial self-sufficiency, 2) educational attainment, 3) connections 
with adults, 4) experiences with homelessness, 5) high-risk behaviors, and 6) access to 
health insurance (U. S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2012, 2014, 2016). 
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Policy and care leaving research establish that success on these outcomes is a priority for 
youth leaving care (see U. S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2012, 2014, 
2016), and goals for care leavers must fall within these categories when accessing 
services. This may be because federal policy assumes a rational-choice model: care 
leavers must make decisions about their futures based on these predetermined outcomes 
because these outcomes are of interest to policymakers, practitioners, and researchers 
(Smith, 2017). However, Smith (2017) specifically critiques using the rational-choice 
perspective as the only perspective and encourages exploration into the imaginative 
processes that care leavers undertake in order to work towards success. 
 The fact that policymakers define the expectations for what youth leaving care 
should work towards is not surprising. In his commentary on the ideological role of the 
child welfare system, Gil (1984) argues that the purpose of child rearing is to prepare 
children for the established way of life within society. Children are akin to property in the 
family, and their rights within society stem from their parents; this provides children with 
little legal agency over their affairs (Gil, 1984). Views on the purpose of foster care are 
also responsible for this limited agency. Through the history of foster care, families and 
children who come into contact with child welfare have been seen as dysfunctional and 
their trajectories running counter to the social order; the role of the State becomes to 
intervene and provide services that right this trajectory, often through coercive means 
(Sarri & Finn, 1992). If interventions at the family level fail, children are removed from 
the home in order to protect them from their families (Sarri & Finn, 1992). When the 
State is required to assume the role of the parent, this control extends to the child welfare 
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system, which exercises this control by moving children towards the social order (e. g. 
securing employment and education) (Gil, 1984). In this way, Gil (1984) argues that child 
welfare has little to do with operating as a transformative system, but as a system whose 
duty is to maintain the status quo. 
 Because policy frames the specific context of successful outcomes for care 
leavers, practices and services are often wrapped up in these a priori definitions. This is 
not necessarily misguided; it is likely that care leavers express the same interests towards 
achieving employment and advancing education because these outcomes are reflective of 
society as a whole (Gil, 1984). The few studies that have examined success as defined by 
care leavers demonstrate money and achievement are important features of success 
(Anderson & Williams, 2018). However, little research explores adult outcomes outside 
of these legislatively identified outcomes, and no research exists that explores how the 
resources provided by policy work to meet the self-determined goals that care leavers 
have as they leave care or support their self-defined vision of success. 
Developmental Theory and Foster Care 
 The theory of emerging adulthood indicates the emergence into adulthood should 
be a gradual process (Arnett, 2007b), but for the nearly 41,000 youth who leave the foster 
care system each year, this process is quite abrupt (Avery & Freundlich, 2009). Emerging 
adulthood represents the first key period of independence, aided by the agentic identity 
developed in adolescence (Côté, 2016a; Schwartz, Côte, & Arnett, 2005). Prevailing 
theory suggests that children generally gain the skills and opportunities for this transition 
into adulthood within the context of a family; the seminal theories related to the transition 
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to adulthood and the roles of families in this process rarely, if ever, mention skill or 
capital development outside the context of a family (see Arnett, 2007b; Bourdieu, 1986; 
Coleman, 1988; Côté, 2005). However, adults leaving foster care do not experience 
emergence into adulthood in this same way. Rather than gradually entering adulthood 
during this key developmental time point with the support of a family to guide them in 
this process, many care leavers are thrust into adulthood without establishing a legally 
permanent relationship with a caring adult (Avery, 2010).  
 Recognizing that transitioning youth cannot rely on their families, policy has 
focused on finding ways to help transitioning youth establish greater permanence and 
stability in their lives. In the last 2 decades, federal policy developments have sought to 
improve legal permanence for foster youth with important adults in their lives (PSSFA, 
2002; Horn & Spencer, 2018), extend foster care to age 21 (FCSIA, 2008), and reduce 
the use of congregate care settings as alternatives for foster and extended family 
placements (BBA, 2018). For those who do establish some sort of permanency, research 
indicates positive benefits for youth (Thompson, Greeson, & Brunsink, 2016). These 
benefits include increased education, health, social, and employment outcomes (Ahrens, 
Dubois, Richards, Fan, & Lozano, 2008). Those who do not achieve legal permanence 
often fail to attain the same positive benefits (e. g. Courtney et al., 2011; Pecora et al., 
2005) and may remain vulnerable because they lack connection to families (Seita, 2001). 
Research Questions 
 As demonstrated above, policy has set a specific set of outcomes by which it 
measures success for care leavers. Research as to the impact of policies targeted to 
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improving these outcomes is mixed; while some policies may have a role in improving 
the adult outcomes of care leavers, the existing research indicates that care leavers still 
experience negative outcomes in adulthood (Collins, 2014; Courtney et al., 2018; Pecora 
et al., 2005). Training that focuses on functional skills alone does not seem to have an 
impact on the adult outcomes of foster youth (Collins, 2014), and little research has 
explored the role of personal agency of care leavers in achieving positive outcomes in 
adulthood. 
 This study examines how care leavers envision success in adulthood, their self-
determined goals during transition to adulthood, and how they leveraged available 
resources to meet these goals. Thus, the research questions explored in this study are as 
follows:  
1. How do care leavers define success in their own words? 
2. What self-defined goals did care leavers have as they transitioned out of care? 
3. What human, social, and cultural capital was available to help care leavers meet 
their goals at transition? 
Layout of the Dissertation 
 Rogers (2012) claims that research within social work runs the risk of 
perpetuating oppression and suggests social work researchers take steps in conducting 
anti-oppressive research. These steps include attending to power and explicitly naming 
oppression within the body of work. Anti-oppressive research also includes meaningfully 
involving service users in research and diversifying what counts as evidence (Rogers, 
2012). Finally, Rogers (2012) indicates that anti-oppressive social work research requires 
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an articulated focus on liberating the oppressed and advancing change. 
 To that end, this study endeavors to advance anti-oppressive research in the 
following ways. This study will begin by examining the existing policy and research 
related to the emergence into adulthood for care leavers, attending to the emphasis on the 
government and researchers as deciders of what constitutes successful outcomes in 
adulthood. The study will then present the sensitizing frameworks: emerging adulthood 
and the identity capital model. Within this framework, the explicit nature of how 
systemic aspects of child welfare can oppress the voices of youth will be named. A 
description of the narrative approach and methods used to complete this study that 
focuses on the voices of care leavers will be explained. The key findings of the study, 
with a continued focus on the voices of care leavers, will be presented. Finally, the 
dissertation will conclude with a discussion of how the findings frame current policy, 
practice, research, and theory and how the field might move forward in policy, research, 
and practice to improve the role of foster care in increasing the successful futures of 




CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 This study examines the self-defined concept of success among care leavers, their 
self-determined goals at the time of transition, and the human, social, and cultural capital 
resources they had available during this time point. Care leavers are adults who were 
formerly in the foster care system and left foster care without achieving a permanent 
living arrangement (reunification with biological family, adoption, or guardianship) 
(Renne & Mallon, 2014). In 2017, there were nearly 443,000 young people in foster care; 
of these young people, 123,437 were waiting to be adopted, meaning that reunification 
with their family of origin was not possible (U. S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, 2018). Children who are neither adopted nor reunified from the foster care 
system eventually age out of the child welfare system in a process called “emancipation” 
(Renne & Mallon, 2014). Nearly 20,000 youth left foster care through emancipation from 
the foster care system, and nearly the same number of youths opted to remain in extended 
foster care (U. S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2018). These two 
populations (approximately 40,000 youth annually) are the focus of this dissertation.  
 The older a child is and the longer the length of stay in care, the more likely they 
are to have experienced multiple placement settings (Renne & Mallon, 2014), have been 
in congregate care (Bullard, Guaghan, & Owers, 2014), and are most likely to age out of 
care (Collins, 2014). The average amount of time in care for children awaiting adoption 
was 31 months, and the average amount of time since these same children had become 
available for adoption (i.e., termination of parental rights) was nearly 18 months (U. S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, 2018). The average age of young people 
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awaiting adoption was nearly 8 years old; the data in the AFCARS indicates a trend that 
adoption rates tend to decline as the ages of children and length of stay in the foster care 
system increases (U. S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2018). Black and 
Hispanic foster youth are disproportionately represented within the foster care system and 
account for 23 and 21 percent of the children in foster care (U. S. Department of Health 
and Human Services, 2018). Rates of adoption from foster care for children of color who 
are eligible for adoption are significantly lower than White children (U. S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, 2018). Older children and those with the most demanding 
mental and physical health care needs are more likely to be in congregate care settings 
(i.e., residential settings designed to meet specialized needs) (Bullard et al., 2014). This 
indicates that care leavers represent a population of former foster youth who have been 
highly mobile during their extended stay in care and have faced a variety of barriers that 
have generally prevented them from experiencing family foster care. 
 Federal policies exist that govern how programs and services are provided to 
youth presently and formerly in care. These federal policies create research priorities, 
which in turn later inform policy decisions that change how youth are prepared for 
adulthood and the aftercare services they receive once they emancipate from the foster 
care system. Services are dependent on maintaining eligibility, which requires care 
leavers to undertake activities that are approved by the federal government. To that end, 
the dissertation will begin by providing a brief history of policy related to transition-aged 
youth and care leaving to provide contextual information about the kinds of resources 
available to the group of young adults who are the focus of this study. This is followed by 
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a brief presentation of the current state of the research on how youth transitioning out of 
care have fared in adulthood. This discussion provides information about outcomes that 
have been the focus of the research on this population and reveals the greater amount of 
attention to these studies have given to the policy-focused definitions of a successful 
transition to adulthood. 
A History of Policy Related to Transition Out of Care 
 Since the 1980s, a host of policies have been put into place in an effort to respond 
to the needs of adults aging out of the foster care system and improve the negative adult 
outcomes that had been observed in preliminary studies. These problems included issues 
with independent living stability (finances, housing, food security), education, 
employment, health and mental health, unplanned pregnancy, and institutionalization 
(Barth, 1986)  These policies then became the priorities by which Congress has continued 
to evaluate the success of the foster care system, and by extension, the care leavers who 
have been served by the system. These priorities primarily include education, 
employment, health, and connecting the youth to permanent relationships. Improving 
these outcomes, particularly employment and education, is often seen as necessary for 
reducing further reliance on public assistance programs (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2013). 
 In 1985, Congress began to address the needs of transitioning youth by creating 
the Independent Living Programs through the Consolidated Omnibus Budget 
Reconciliation Act of 1985 (COBRA, 1986). The legislation allowed State foster care 
systems to use Title IV-E funds to create programs that provided independent living 
services (ILS). These services included securing a high school diploma (or equivalent) or 
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vocational training; training in budgeting, maintaining a household, and career planning; 
individual or group counseling; coordination of services; and outreach for eligible youth 
(COBRA, 1986). States were also tasked with providing a written transition plan based 
on an assessment of the needs of the youth; these programs could begin in 1987 
(COBRA, 1986). 
 The next substantial changes to the ILS programs were authorized in the Foster 
Care Independence Act of 1999. In this act, the Federal government renamed the ILS 
programs to the “John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program” (for clarity in this 
dissertation, these will still be referred to as ILS programs) (FCIA, 1999). These changes 
were preceded by a list of findings that articulated the concerns of Congress. These 
findings recognized that about 20,000 foster youth left care each year and were expected 
to support themselves, but Congress had received multiple testimonies that youth were 
still facing significant difficulty with this transition and experiencing poor adult outcomes 
(FCIA, 1999). The improvements to the ILS programs in this legislation included adding 
substance abuse prevention and preventative health activities to the already existing 
services. The legislation also clarified that independent living services and Medicaid 
could be provided up to the age of 21 for youth who aged out of foster care (FCIA, 1999). 
 Shortly after, in 2001, Congress further refined the ILS through the Promoting 
Safe and Stable Families Amendments of 2001 (PSSFA, 2002). In these amendments, 
they added a new set of services for youth aging out of care to achieve their 
postsecondary education goals: the Education Training Vouchers (ETV) program. Any 
foster youth who was in care at or after their 16th birthday and aged out became eligible 
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for these vouchers upon completing high school and attending any type of accredited 
postsecondary or vocational program; provided the care leaver received the ETV prior to 
their 21st birthday, they would continue to be eligible for the voucher until age 23. The 
voucher program limited these funds to $5,000 per year (PSSFA, 2002). 
 Congress strengthened the commitment to postsecondary education in the passing 
of the Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008 (HEOA, 2008). This act created 
categorical eligibility for care leavers to receive services from Federally funded TRIO 
programs (college support programs). Included in these services was the ability for TRIO 
programs to secure temporary housing for care leavers during academic breaks, as well as 
the traditional postsecondary supports provided in the Trio programs: college access, 
tutoring, educational/career counseling, academic mentoring, transfer support from 
community college, and graduate/professional school access (HEOA, 2008). 
 In that same year, in addition to strengthening supports specific to education for 
care leavers, Congress also passed the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing 
Adoptions Act of 2008 (FCSIA, 2008). This legislation allowed States the use of Title IV 
funds to extend foster care (EFC) until the age of 21 for young adults meeting specific 
conditions: either 1) completing a secondary education program, 2) pursuing accredited 
postsecondary or vocational education, 3) participating in a program to promote 
employment, 4) working 80 hours per month, or 5) incapable of completing any of the 
previously stated four activities due to a medical condition or disability (FCSIA, 2008). 
The legislation also clarified that transition plans for youth aging out of care should be 
completed during the 90-day period immediately prior to the youth’s 18th birthday or 
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later if the youth remained in extended foster care. The transition plan was to be 
personalized at the direction of the youth and contain information on housing, education, 
health insurance, mentoring, counseling, and other supportive services that would benefit 
the youth after leaving care (FCSIA, 2008). Other features of this law were designed to 
increase the opportunities for the adoption of children in care.  
 Finally, the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act of 2010 (ACA, 2010) 
allowed foster youth the ability to keep Medicaid, a Federally-matched, State-
administered health insurance program, until the age of 26 instead of at the age of 21 as 
previously authorized in the Foster Care Independence Act of 1999 (FCIA, 1999). 
 As demonstrated above, legislation has set specific priorities that demonstrate a 
successful transition. These priorities are demonstrated in the national data reporting 
standards that monitor the outcomes of care leavers. The National Youth in Transition 
Database reports on six targeted domains (see U. S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, 2012, 2014; 2016, etc.); these six outcomes fall under four major categories: 
employment or income (financial self-sufficiency, experiences with homelessness, access 
to health insurance); education (educational attainment, financial self-sufficiency); health 
(high-risk behaviors, access to health insurance); and relationships (connections with 
adults). 
 Evidence indicates that education, employment, and further reliance on public 
assistance have an inverse relationship (Baum et al., 2013). This demonstrates that young 
adults leaving foster care have a need for securing employment and advancing education 
to reduce further reliance on the government. As the government has a vested interest in 
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reducing this continued reliance, it is unsurprising that policies exist that seek to prevent 
care leavers from re-entering the system (Gil, 1984). However, federal policies have also 
professed a requirement that youths’ wishes be the center of case planning for leaving 
care, yet goals have been predetermined within the legislation and in the programs 
available to youth as they leave care. This creates a dilemma because programs must 
provide services based on these policy-driven goals and may not necessarily provide 
services that meet the self-defined needs of youth when those needs are outside the 
predefined goals in policy.  
 Care leavers have attempted to advocate for themselves in expanding what 
services are available (Collins, 2015). While care leavers have had some success in 
advocating for policy that has increased age limits for independent living services, these 
policy gains are still confined to the goals that have already been set in legislation. The 
types of services provided still primarily focus on improving education, employment 
opportunities, and helping youth achieve legally permanent relationships.   
A Review of the Literature Related to Youth Aging out of Care 
 The present research environment is reflective of these legislatively defined 
priorities. Little research has been done on the topic of success as defined by care leavers; 
few studies examining this topic discuss that research often uses proxy measures that 
look at adult outcomes as indicators of success (Anderson & Williams, 2018; Miller & 
Collins-Carmargo, 2015; Wilson, 2019). A review of the literature indicates that 
outcomes for education, employment, health, and relationships have been the primary 
focus for studies involving youth aging out of care. Studies have indicated that care 
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leavers have less favorable outcomes in these domains than their non-foster care 
experienced peers. Studies have also found that care leavers do less favorably on other 
outcomes that influence education, employment, health, and relationships. What follows 
is an overall summary of the major research studies that have examined the outcomes of 
care leavers, followed by specific studies on the outcomes of care leavers as they related 
to two key outcomes: education and employment. 
General Outcomes of Care Leavers in the United States    
 Over the past 20 years, four large scale studies have provided the bulk of what is 
known about the outcomes of care leavers in the United States as compared to their non-
foster care peers. The studies have been the Casey National Alumni Study (Pecora et al., 
2003); the Northwest Foster Care Alumni Study (Pecora et al., 2005); the Midwest 
Evaluation of the Adult Functioning of Former Foster Youth (the Midwest Study) 
(Courtney et al., 2011); and the California Youth Transitions to Adulthood Study 
(CalYOUTH study) (Courtney et al., 2018). Each of these studies collected survey data 
from large numbers of care leavers and compared outcomes with other data sources that 
held outcome information for non-foster care experienced populations (e. g. Current 
Population Survey, Add-Health, etc.). These studies are largely regarded as seminal 
studies in the field of care leaving in the United States. 
 In the Casey National Alumni Study, Pecora and colleagues (2003) examined the 
outcomes of 1,609 care leavers who had been served by Casey Family Programs in 
thirteen different states from 1966 to 1998. As part of their study, they interviewed 1,087 
care leavers. The study compared findings on teen pregnancy, housing, education, and 
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employment in adulthood for care leavers with their non-foster care experienced peers 
(Pecora et al., 2003). The study found that female care levers had nearly twice the rates of 
early pregnancy as the general population. Over 40 percent of care leavers had 
experienced at least one night of homelessness in their lifetimes, and about half of the 
care leavers had done so within a year of leaving foster care. Care leavers were about 
one-third less likely to own a home than their peers. The study also found that care 
leavers were as likely to have completed high school as their peers but were just over 
twice as likely to complete a GED than their peers. However, care leavers were half as 
likely to have completed a 4-year college degree than their peers. Finally, care leavers 
experienced lower rates of employment, significantly lower rates of income, and were 
three times as likely to use public assistance.  
 Pecora and colleagues (2005) also conducted the Northwest Foster Care Alumni 
Study. In the study, 659 care records of care leavers were reviewed, and 479 interviews 
with care leavers were conducted with care leavers from Washington and Oregon. The 
study compared findings on mental health, education, and employment in adulthood with 
responses from a non-foster care experienced population via the Current Population 
Survey (U. S. Department of Labor, 2018). Pecora and colleagues (2005) found that care 
leavers were twice as likely to have a current mental health diagnosis, six times more 
likely to have PTSD than the general population, and almost four times more likely to 
have PTSD than veterans of certain wars. Care leavers were also twice as likely to have a 
major depressive episode in the previous 12 months and to report substance dependence. 
The study found that care leavers were as likely to complete high school as their peers but 
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were six times more likely to have an alternative credential (GED) than their peers and 
were more than ten times less likely to complete a 4-year degree than their peers. Finally, 
care leavers in the sample experienced high rates of homeliness, lower rates of 
employment, lower earnings, and were five times more likely to use public assistance 
than their peers.  
 In the Midwest Study, Courtney and others (2011) collected longitudinal data on 
732 care leavers in Iowa, Wisconsin, and Illinois. Data were collected in five interviews 
conducted over an 8-year period when care leavers were between the ages of 18 and 26. 
Outcomes were compared with the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health 
(Add Health Study), a study that focused on specific health outcomes of a non-foster care 
experienced comparison group. The Midwest Study measured a large variety of 
outcomes, including living arrangements, education, employment and income, public 
assistance, social support and connectedness, mental and physical health, pregnancy and 
parenthood, civic involvement, and other adulthood outcomes. The data demonstrated 
that care leavers fared worse than their non-foster care experienced peers closer to their 
transition in almost all outcomes, but the level of difference tended to narrow as care 
leavers got older. Attending to the similar outcomes of interest in the Casey Study and 
Northwest Study, outcomes for care leavers in pregnancy, education, employment, and 
need for public assistance were poor compared to their peers by age 26. Mental health, 
substance dependence, and homelessness outcomes were reported but not given the 
comparison with the Add Health data; these figures were similarly high in the Midwest 
Study participants as in the Northwest Study.  
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 For the outcomes that were compared with the Add Health Study, the Midwest 
Study found that care leavers were three times as likely as their peers to have no high 
school diploma or GED. For those who had completed some kind of high school 
credential, care leavers were nearly twice as likely to have only a high school diploma or 
GED as their peers. Care leavers were less likely than their peers to have completed 
college; care leavers were about half as likely to have a 2-year degree and nearly ten 
times less likely to have a 4-year degree than their peers. With regards to employment, 
while care leavers were as likely as their peers to have ever held a job at age 26, care 
leavers were nearly half as likely to be employed as their peers, were twice as likely to be 
employed part-time, and earned nearly a third of their peers’ income at age 26. Care 
leavers had significantly higher rates of economic hardship than their peers; this indicated 
a high need for public assistance. Finally, care leavers had significantly higher rates of 
pregnancy when compared to their Add Health Study peers, and three-fourths of care 
leavers in the study reported that the pregnancy had been unplanned.  
 The CalYOUTH Study (Courtney et al., 2018) was a longitudinal study that 
examined the outcomes of 616 care leavers in California over a 6-year period. Data were 
collected at three time points: age 16, age 19, and age 21. The study reported several 
findings. Keeping in line with the findings reported in the Casey Study, Northwest, 
Study, and Midwest Study, the CalYOUTH study found that care leavers were more 
likely to be homeless than their peers. By age 21, care leavers were also less likely to be 
enrolled in school than their peers; for those who were enrolled, and they were more 
likely to be enrolled only part-time and more likely to be enrolled in either secondary 
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school (high school) or 2-year colleges. With regards to employment, care leavers were 
less likely than their peers to have ever held a job, were less likely than their peers to be 
employed, and income was significantly lower than their peers.  
 One meta-analysis of studies on care leaver outcomes examined 33 studies; in 
these studies, the main outcomes of interest investigated were employment, education, 
and housing (Harder, Köngeter, Zeller, Knorth, & Knot-Dickscheit, 2011). Hiles and his 
colleagues (2013) conducted a similar meta-analysis; of the 47 studies reviewed gave 
focus to education, employment, and housing outcomes for care leavers. Finally, Gypen 
and her colleagues (2017) also reviewed 32 studies that examined the outcomes of care 
leavers. The outcomes investigated most in the 32 studies were education (25), 
employment (16), health (13), and earnings (12). Other characteristics, such as housing, 
substance abuse, and criminal behavior, were examined less frequently (Gypen et al., 
2017). The demonstrated policy focus and present state of the research is clear: the 
dominant narrative presents findings to suggest that as care leavers emerge into 
adulthood, they are expected to pursue/complete education, gain employment and secure 
resources in order to live independent and healthy lives. Because policy and research 
focus heavily on these areas, specific issues in education and employment are presented 
below. 
Education 
 Foster youth experience challenges in their education, often as a result of simply 
being in the foster care system. Foster children with long stays in the child welfare 
system can be highly mobile; only 35.7 percent of youth in care for longer than 2 years 
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had two or fewer placements while in care (U. S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, 2017). Placement instability impacts education. One study estimated that foster 
children missed, on average, 20 days of school; children in unstable placements were 
more likely to experience a greater number of absences (Zorc et al., 2013). Foster care 
also has a larger impact on education than simply missed days in school. Children in 
foster care are more likely to perform below grade level and repeat grades than their 
peers (Ferguson & Wolkow, 2012). They are also more likely to have lower scores in 
achievement tests related to math, reading, and science (Coohey, Renner, Hua, Zhang, & 
Whitney, 2011; Fantuzzo & Perlman, 2007). Youth in care are also five times more likely 
than their peers to participate in special education services (Ferguson & Wolkow, 2012). 
Despite these challenges, rates of high school completion have been similar between care 
leavers and their peers (Courtney et al., 2011; Courtney & Okpych, 2017; Pecora et al., 
2003).  
 Primary and secondary education challenges carry forward into higher education. 
Care leavers are less likely than their peers to enroll in post-secondary education 
(Courtney et al., 2011; Courtney et al., 2018; Pecora et al., 2005; Pecora et al., 2003). 
Even if care leavers get to college, there are numerous struggles that prevent them from 
staying and completing their degrees. One analysis indicated that care leavers were more 
likely than comparison groups (e.g., first-generation college students, students of color) 
to leave school before graduating (Day et al., 2013). A variety of challenges await them, 
including financial instability, inadequate academic preparation prior to college, and lack 
of resources specific to their needs (Hernandez & Naccarato, 2010). Financial challenges 
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are significant; one study found that grant-based financial aid for care leavers often failed 
to meet the cost of attendance at most schools (R. J. Davis, 2006). The educational and 
financial challenges often lead to disengagement in the college environment (Salazar, 
2012). 
 Some programs and policies exist to help reduce these challenges for care leavers 
in higher education. College support programs that specifically cater to the needs of care 
leavers have demonstrated promising findings (Geenen et al., 2015; Randolph & 
Thompson, 2017; Watt, Norton, & Jones, 2013); these programs have led to increased 
retention of care leavers in schools. Extending foster care to age 21 has also yielded some 
promising findings on continued enrollment of youth who remained in care; youth who 
remained in care into adulthood often had better postsecondary outcomes than those who 
did not (Dworsky & Courtney, 2010). 
Employment  
 Poor educational outcomes of care leavers lead to unsurprising results in the job 
market after leaving care. Studies indicate that care leavers experience lower rates of 
employment and lower earnings than their non-foster youth peers (Courtney et al., 2011; 
Courtney et al., 2018; Pecora et al., 2005; Pecora et al., 2003; Stewart, Kum, Barth, & 
Duncan, 2014). Rome and Raskin (2017) examined the first 12 months of leaving foster 
care for 19 youth and found that two-thirds were unemployed during some point within 
the 12 months of the study and one-third experiencing unemployment for longer than 3 
months. In another study, nearly half of care leaver parents were employed within the 
first year after leaving care, though this employment was often inconsistent (Dworsky & 
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Gitlow, 2017). One analysis suggested that educational status was predictive of positive 
employment outcomes in adulthood for care leavers, while criminal history, parental 
status, and placement type at the time of leaving care (i.e., foster home vs. congregate 
care) were predictive of lower employment rates (Hook & Courtney, 2011). 
 There are mixed results for interventions that seek to address employment 
outcomes. One study that examined transition programs in five U. S. cities found that 
participating in a program at an older age and over a longer period of time had a 
significant impact on finding employment; however, rates varied between cities (Barnow 
et al., 2015) A career-readiness program reported significant improvement in 
employment rates after care leavers had participated in the intervention (Gates, 
Permutter, Kennan, Divver, & Gorroochum, 2018); however, a similar study for a 
different employment assistance program found only about two-fifths of the sample 
reported being employed, and the average income earned by this sample was one-quarter 
of the federal poverty level (Zinn & Courtney, 2017). Issues in employment and potential 
interventions continue to be an emerging area of interest in research.  
Conclusion 
 As demonstrated above, Congress and research have predetermined the set of 
adulthood outcomes expected of care leavers. However, there is an interesting 
complication between the articulated intent of the legislation, the outcomes of interest 
attended to by the legislation, and the research. While the legislation requires case 
planning be personalized at the direction of the youth (COBRA, 1986;  FCSIA, 2008), 
Congress has already provided a set of transition outcomes they expect care leavers to 
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meet and the type of services available to care leavers for this purpose. For lawmakers 
and researchers, success appears to be defined by achieving educational and employment 
outcomes similar to the rates of their peers. None of the legislation and little of the 
research seems to consider that care leavers’ goals might include additional needs which 
differ from the focus in legislation.  
 This is problematic for a variety of reasons. Research indicates that systemic 
barriers to securing positive educational and employment outcomes are endemic to the 
foster care system. In this way, Gil’s (1984) assertation that child welfare fails to 
transform the lives of youth in its care is reaffirmed. Success, then, is dependent on youth 
and care leavers achieving in these domains despite an increased level of difficulty. This 
places an unreasonable expectation on youth in care and those who have transitioned out. 
Given the challenges presented by the foster care system, it is not surprising that care 
leavers often fail to meet the legislatively- and research-based definitions of success. This 
suggests that more needs to be done within the foster care system to shift from one of 
care and control to that of social responsibility, where the purpose of child welfare is on 
empowering and enriching the lives of children in its care (Sarri & Finn, 1992).
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CHAPTER THREE: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS 
 Policy and research regard success for care leavers as positive outcomes in 
adulthood, chiefly along the domains of education and employment. Practice and policy 
indicate that care leavers should be involved in their decision-making as they emerge into 
adulthood; however, the goals are predetermined by legislation. This study builds on the 
dictate given in policy that supposes care leavers are capable decision-makers who are 
able to make strategic decisions about how to use services and leverage relationships to 
work towards their own understanding of success. To that end, this chapter will start by 
providing a brief overview of positive youth development, the underlying theory about 
the decision-making capabilities of young people. The chapter will then discuss emerging 
adulthood, the developmental timeframe in which care leavers exit the foster care system. 
Finally, it will describe a decision-making theory, the identity capital model, and the sub-
theories related to that model (human, social, and cultural capital) to build a framework 
for understanding how care leavers make decisions using the resources available to them. 
Positive Youth Development 
 Positive youth development is a theory that presupposes youth are capable of 
developing assets to promote their own growth and development (Lerner, Lerner, & 
Benson, 2011). In positive youth development, youth are recognized as having the 
potential for successful and healthy development and exist within an ecological system 
that can strongly influence their development into adults (Lerner et al., 2011). As 
discussed in chapter 2, research on the ecosystem central to the discussion, foster care, 
demonstrates that while youth may be capable of developing the assets to promote their 
  
26 
own development, the systemic barriers can create failed opportunities for this to arise. In 
that instance, it is important to explore what other resources outside of the foster care 
ecosystem are available to aid youth in their development. 
 Policy already requires that youth in care be involved in their case planning for 
transitions to adulthood. While pathways to adulthood are shaped by the individual and 
their environment, positive youth development holds that youth may pursue any number 
of paths to reach their goals (Schmid & Lopez, 2011). Positive youth development also 
includes future orientation, or setting goals for oneself in the search for purpose; purpose 
and identity are considered key developmental tasks in adolescence within the framework 
(Mariano & Going, 2011). Hope is necessary for young adults to develop these positive 
expectations for their future (Schmid & Lopez, 2011); Larson and Rusk (2011) encourage 
youth professionals to establish environments that encourage and sustain engagement in 
order to promote intrinsic motivation in adulthood. This is key as emerging adults move 
into adulthood. However, threats to positive youth development exist with the child 
welfare system.  
Systemic Threats to Positive Youth Development 
 Youth in foster care report having little agency in making decisions about their 
lives (Hokanson, Golden, Singer, & Berzin, 2020). This may be because of the legal 
views on children in the United States; children often have very limited agency because 
their rights are not enshrined within the Constitution (Gil, 1984). The issue of limited 
agency is likely fueled by the stigma associated with foster care. Stigma often paints 
youth in child welfare as deviant, with limited capabilities to secure a successful future 
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(Horn, 2020; Rogers, 2017; Smith, 2017).  
 Stigma represents one key aspect of structural oppression within child welfare. In 
their commentary on structural violence, James and colleagues (2003) describe 
stereotypes as the result of macrosystem messages that have become accepted by 
mainstream society. This type of widespread structural stereotyping of groups forms 
stigma (Bos, Pryor, Reeder, & Stutterheim, 2013) and leads to interpersonal and 
intrapersonal violence for those who are in the target group (James et al., 2003). Stigma 
within child welfare stems from three key macrosystem messages: the history of who was 
served by the child welfare system, thoughts about the family, and the research on the 
outcomes of those who left care. 
 Though the present social discourse of child welfare remains that the protection of 
children is a class-blind endeavor, the present system reflects the historical focus of the 
child welfare system in combatting youth delinquency (McGowan, 2014; Sarri & Finn, 
1992). This is apparent when looking at the composition of the present child welfare 
system: children of color, children from working-class families, and children of single 
mother households still comprise the majority of service users within the system (Sarri & 
Finn, 1992; U. S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2018). Research on care 
leavers, as indicated in chapter 2, demonstrates negative adulthood outcomes. These 
outcomes are often weaponized against youth in care and used to undermine their agency 
(Kools, 1997; Rogers, 2017; Smith, 2017), which leads to devaluation, a necessary 
component of stigma (Bos et al., 2013). Stigma is also fueled by thoughts about family; 
those without families are seen as different (Goode, 2009; Rest & Watson, 1984; Seita, 
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2014). Difference is the second necessary component of stigma (Bos et al., 2013). 
 Stigma may fuel the skepticism that children in care are able to make appropriate 
decisions about their futures. The inability to trust that care leavers can make positive 
decisions about their futures reinforces the need for government to assume the role of 
decision-maker for the youth; in this way, the government ensures that youth move 
towards the socially accepted pathways (Gil, 1984; Sarri & Finn, 1992). However, 
providing a confined set of options undermines positive youth development and 
represents another aspect of structural oppression: hyper surveillance (James et al., 2003). 
This is demonstrated by not only the need of the government to limit options for youth 
leaving care, but also in the continued monitoring of progress as youth move along these 
paths. These systemic threats to positive youth development run counter to developing 
youth in care along the path towards emerging adulthood. 
Emerging Adulthood 
 Emerging adulthood stems from Erikson’s notions of the binary dilemmas that 
one attempts to resolve at various stages of development through life, chiefly during the 
identity versus role confusion stage presented by Erikson (Erikson, 1993; Schwartz et al., 
2005). Arnett’s (2007b) theory of emerging adulthood defines the period of 18 to 25 
years of age as a time of transition from adolescence to young adulthood. As youth 
transition from foster care to adulthood upon emancipation, they enter the period of 
emerging adulthood. This period is characterized by five features: identity exploration, 
instability, self-focus, feeling in-between, and possibilities (Arnett, 2007b; Reifman, 
Arnett, & Colwell, 2007). These features of development are present within youth aging 
  
29 
out of care.  
 Identity exploration accompanies the psychosocial moratorium in which society 
allows transition-aged youth to suspend responsibilities in order to seek a sense of 
identity (Reifman et al., 2007). Care leavers are often seeking to develop a new identity 
of themselves, one that does not necessarily rely on their pasts as foster youth (Hiles, 
Moss, Thorne, Wright, & Dallos, 2014; Smith, 2017)  
 Instability refers to the idea that this time period is characterized by a lack of 
confidence and the overwhelming number of choice-points that accompany this transition 
to adulthood (Reifman et al., 2007). Research supports that care leavers are constantly 
undergoing a period of instability as they move away from the heavily controlled 
environment of foster care into independence and may lack confidence in their decision-
making abilities at this time point (Kools, 1997; Samuels & Pryce, 2008) or may have 
general instability in their lives (Berzin, Singer, & Hokanson, 2014).  
 Self-focus results from the accompanying personal freedom, responsibility, and 
independence associated with this developmental time period (Reifman et al., 2007). Care 
leavers report feeling that independence is important to them, to the point of sometimes 
refusing help when provided or separating themselves from others (Berzin et al., 2014; 
Kools, 1999).  
 The feeling that one is no longer an adolescent, but not yet fully an adult, 
describes feeling in-between (Reifman et al., 2007). Some care leavers may face 
ambiguity in their new roles as adults as they emerge into adulthood (Hiles et al., 2014; 
B. M. Morton, 2017).  
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 The final characteristic, possibilities, refers to all the various opportunities that 
emerging adults have made available during this time point (Reifman et al., 2007). 
Research indicates that care leavers think deeply about their futures and the lives ahead of 
them (Smith, 2017; Sulimani-Aidan, 2017). 
 It is clear that care leavers experience the distinct features of emerging adulthood 
as it relates to identity formation in this stage of life. However, this developmental task of 
identity formation is often supported by the family. In emerging adulthood, there is not 
necessarily a discrete separation from the family at the time point in which the young 
person moves into adulthood, but rather the reliance on the family as support is gradually 
reduced (Reifman et al., 2007). Many may still live at home or rely on the family for 
financial support in order to explore their new roles while emerging into society (Arnett, 
2007a; Reifman et al., 2007; Schwartz et al., 2005). It is also acknowledged that 
vulnerable populations may have a more difficult development in this period (Arnett, 
2007b).  
 Care leavers, in particular those on whom this study focuses, do not have the 
benefit of legally recognized families as they emerge into adulthood; this is a defining 
feature of those who leave care after reaching the age of emancipation (Renne & Mallon, 
2014). While the developmental features of emerging adulthood are clearly present as 
care leavers move into independence, the reliance on family is not. For this reason, a 
theory that explores the alternatives to family and other resources that aid in the process 
of identifying goals and achieving them is needed to explore how care leavers define 
success and work towards it. One theory, the identity capital model, describes the 
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interaction of internal processes and external resources in achieving success in adulthood.  
Identity Capital Model 
 Identity capital is the idea that one makes conscious decisions towards developing 
an adult identity for themselves and defining who they are, who they hope to be, and who 
they will become (Côté, 2005). Identity, in this context, is both the concept of self as well 
as an understanding of the ascribed set of identities one may be given by society. The 
origin of the model stems from the life course perspective in human development, using 
the emergence into adulthood as a key time point in a person’s life where decisions made 
can impact the trajectory in adulthood (Côté, 2016b). According to Côté (2016a), identity 
capital is necessary because, as the dominant society has moved towards 
individualization, there has been a shifting focus on emergence into adulthood from 
community-based to individually determined. Côté (1996) also explains that identity 
politics has also created a need for individuals to strategically understand their position in 
society (e.g., class, race, gender, ability, etc.) in navigating their environments and 
moving towards a desired path in adulthood. As such, human, social, and cultural capital 
represent external structures used to advance one’s position; Côté (2016b) argues these 
models alone ignore the personal agency and internal resources of the person to whom 
these forms of capital are connected. 
 To that end, identity capital asserts that personal agency represents the awareness 
of one’s own position in the world and their ability to strategically utilize this position 
and engage other forms of capital (human, social, and cultural capital) to meet their goals 
(Côté, 2016b). Like other forms of capital, identity capital components (e.g., self-esteem, 
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a sense of purpose, ability to plan, etc.) are capable of being developed and strengthened 
in youth prior to their transition into adulthood. Côté (2016b) asserts that strengthening 
identity capital allows youth to develop the skills to understand and navigate the 
challenges and opportunities in their life course. This process promotes the use of 
personal agency. 
 The identity capital model assumes that those moving into adulthood follow either 
of two paths based on their use of personal agency: default individualization or 
developmental individualization (Côté, 2016b). In default individualization, the emerging 
adult takes a passive role in decision-making and allows decisions to be made for them, 
leading to a defined or passive formation of adult identity and lowered adult-community 
commitments (e.g., status, employment, etc.) (Côté, 2016b). Developmental 
individualization is the active and strategic movement towards decision-making that leads 
to growth and staking a claim in the adult community (Côté, 2016b).  
 In both paths, structural barriers are assumed. Côté (2016b) does not claim that 
identity capital or the use of personal agency allows freedom to move beyond systemic 
barriers that exist within society. Identity capital and the development of personal agency, 
instead, provide benefits in helping emerging adults identify and strategically use what 
external resources are available in order to secure their own place in adulthood. Côté 
(2016b) gives a pragmatic explanation: “[S]imply handing someone an opportunity or a 
sum of money, without providing them with the skills and wherewithal to prudently 
utilize them, will not necessarily help them in the long run” (p. 14). In this way, Côté 
acknowledges that identity capital is not divorced from other forms of capital but 
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provides context for how these forms of capital are engaged to aid in the transition to 
adulthood. 
 For the purposes of this study, identity capital serves as an underlying theory of 
how care leavers work towards their own visions of success and self-determined goals, 
using their available resources. Included in this theory are three other forms of capital: 
human capital, social capital, and cultural capital. These theories are seminal theories that 
are often related to education and employment, making the use of identity capital 
appropriate for exploring this topic, given the overwhelming focus by policy and research 
on these outcomes for care leavers as they emerge into adulthood.  
Human Capital 
 Human capital refers to the knowledge and skills one gains to complete tasks in 
unpaid or paid labor markets, vocational, educational, or volunteer activities. This type of 
capital assumes that people gain labor-related knowledge in order to invest themselves in 
work or other non-labor tasks that provide income or other benefits (Karabel & Halsey, 
1977; McNamara & Gonzales, 2011). Educational institutions are primary places where 
these skills are learned. Those with low levels of perceived human capital (like education 
or employment training) are often excluded from participation in the labor or non-labor 
markets (Karabel & Halsey, 1977). 
 For the purposes of this study, human capital refers to the educational, volunteer, 
employment experiences of youth during their time in care. In addition to these 
experiences, an additional component, training for adulthood, has been added. This is 
because most of the ILS program and transition services provided to youth leaving care 
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focus on advancing the education and employment opportunities for youth leaving care, 
an exact match to the definition provided for human capital above. 
Social Capital 
 Social capital is produced by the ability to relate to others in one’s network in 
order to seek help or other positive interaction (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988). 
Networks increase over time as youth begin to interact with other children and adults 
outside the home. The capital is built as youth develop acquaintance and recognition with 
the people in their networks; increasing social capital enhances access to resources as the 
network expands and more potential for help or positive interaction develops (Bourdieu, 
1986). Social capital can also be applied to the relationship between youth, families, and 
resources; a subset of social capital is familial capital, which can be used to describe an 
expanded view of who constitutes family within a community (Yosso, 2005). Embedded 
within social capital is navigational capital, or the ability to navigate complex systems in 
order to meet one’s needs (Yosso, 2005). 
 For the purposes of this study, social capital refers to the presence or lack of 
supportive relationships in the lives of youth in care and care leavers. Children in care are 
often surrounded by adults whose jobs exist to help them develop into adults; children in 
care are also surrounded by the typical configuration of adults and children that one 
outside of care might be. In addition to supportive relationships, social capital in this 
study also refers to the presence or lack of resources from organizations to which the care 




 Cultural capital is produced by rewarding and incentivizing behavior or expressed 
thought that reflects that dominant worldview. Bourdieu (1986) indicates that cultural 
capital is passed down from institutions and those in power over youth. The process of 
developing cultural capital is demonstrated by rewarding those who appear to echo the 
worldview of dominant structures. This type of capital is often passed down from parents 
to children because reflecting the worldview of dominant institutions generally provides 
an advantage over those who fail to demonstrate an adherence to the dominant worldview 
(Bourdieu, 1986). This process is replicated continuously and shifts as dominant 
worldviews also shift (Swartz, 2013). 
 Messages about success emanate from middle- and upper-class society (Bourdieu, 
1986). Cultural capital reflects the ability to interpret these messages in the service of 
moving into a more socially mobile position; limiting this form of capital can be 
particularly problematic when applying the cultural capital framework to those who 
experience economic, racial, or other forms of oppression (Yosso, 2005). For this reason, 
expanded definitions of cultural capital are necessary for understanding the application of 
cultural capital to care leavers.    
 Cultural capital can also describe the process of resisting the dominant narrative, 
especially for marginalized groups. Resistant capital is defined by behavior that 
challenges the devaluation of a subordinated group of people; that is, behavior that 
challenges the status quo or the dominant worldview of those in power (Yosso, 2005). 
Cultural capital also encompasses aspirational capital. Aspirational capital refers to the 
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ability to remain optimistic about the future despite systemic challenges presented to a 
subordinated group (Yosso, 2005). 
  For the purposes of this study, cultural capital refers to the thoughts on success 
and failure of care leavers. Policy and research have articulated the standards by which 
success is measured; cultural capital for care levers is a demonstration of understanding 
these standards of success. Cultural capital is also applied to thoughts on aspirations or 
resistance. Aspirational capital is the presence of goals and visions of success despite the 
systemic challenges, particularly when those goals are counter to the messaging received 
by care leavers about what is possible. Resistant capital is applied to care leavers who 
express active or passive resistance to the present way the system is designed (e.g., 
attempts to advocate or make a change to the system). 
Conclusion 
 Policy indicates that practice should engage care leavers to make decisions about 
their own futures prior to leaving care, but policy and research indicate a limited set of 
pathways available to care leavers during this stage of life. Research often frames success 
around meeting predetermined positive adulthood outcomes. Due to the low rate of care 
leavers achieving these outcomes in early adulthood, care leavers internalize the message 
that success is hard-earned and unlikely (Horn, 2020; Smith, 2017). The continued hyper 
surveillance of care leavers and the resultant stigma of the foster care system represent 
structural oppression (James et al., 2003) that undermines the development of youth as 
they move into adulthood. 
 For care leavers in the process of emerging into adulthood, it is important to 
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recognize that the act of assigning specific ages for interventions and evaluation runs 
counter to the developmental theories that describe the emergence of youth into 
adulthood. Positive youth development encourages a widening vision of how one might 
define these pathways to success. Emerging adulthood describes that supporting the 
process of moving into adulthood is critical, especially for those without familial 
resources. The identity capital model provides a broader overview of how care leavers 
might use their available resources to work towards their self-determined goals and 
visions of success. Policy and research need to expand their focus on what success is, 
how care leavers may move to achieve it, and the conditions under which this 




CHAPTER FOUR: METHODS 
 The researcher conducted an exploratory, qualitative study to examine how care 
leavers defined their own vision of success, their own goals during their transition out of 
care, and to explore what resources were available to them to help them meet their goals. 
The researcher employed a narrative approach, which holds that stories are a set of 
successive events (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998) that take place within a 
specific environment experienced by the storyteller (Lemley & Mitchell, 2012). 
Narrative theory stems from the lifespan approach (McAdams & Cox, 2010) and 
researchers use narrative in order to capture information on how identity (person in 
context) shapes the lives of individuals (Hammack, 2008; McAdams & McLean, 2013; 
McLean, Wood, & Breen, 2013). Given that transition into adulthood is the result of 
experiences in childhood which build upon each other (Arnett, 2007a), using a narrative 
approach facilitated developing an in-depth and contextualized understanding of how 
participants’ experiences in care may have impacted their definitions of success, their 
goals, and the resources available to them to meet their goals. The narrative approach 
provided an opportunity for care leavers to describe their experiences in their own words 
and to give focus on the participants’ voices in the analysis process (Larrson & Sjoblom, 
2010). This study was concerned with participants providing their own definitions of 
success and their own goals, so the voice of participants was necessary to understand 
their experiences as they moved into adulthood. This approach was also supported by the 
movement towards anti-oppressive research practice (Rogers, 2012). 
 This study employed a retrospective, qualitative research design. The researcher 
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utilized a semi-structured interview guide (Appendix A) to conduct a single interview 
with each participant to have them define their own understanding of what success is, 
explore what goals participants had during the transition-age time period (at age 18), 
what types of resources (educational, employment, volunteer, training for adulthood, 
important relationships, and resources from organizations) they had in place during this 
time period, and the stories they had heard about success and adulthood from the 
environment around them. The interviewer also asked about future plans and what 
resources care leavers would need to get there.  
Recruitment 
 Upon securing approval from the IRB, participants (n = 15) were recruited based 
on the following criteria: 1) over the age of 22 years old and under the age of 30, and 2) 
transitioned from foster care into adulthood. Specific efforts were made to recruit youth 
from states that opted-in to extended foster care in order to reach participants who 
extended their eligibility for foster care services. These criteria allowed the researcher to 
ensure that participants met specific eligibility criteria for receiving a variety of capital 
resources presently available to care leavers. 
 Recruitment was conducted by outreach to care leaver organizations and by 
snowball sampling. This was implemented by using a flyer with the contact information 
for the researcher that was distributed through Facebook via groups where people 
identified themselves as care leavers. They could be redistributed by recipients to others 
who may qualify and be interested in participating. Interested participants were asked to 
contact the researcher via phone or e-mail. This helped avoid recruiting care leavers who 
  
40 
were familiar only to service providers and ensured that an experientially diverse sample 
provided differing perspectives on the emergence into adulthood. 
 Participants were provided $40 gift cards for their participation in each interview. 
This honorarium was used to compensate the participants for their time in the research 
process. Gift cards were mailed to the participants, along with thank you cards, after the 
completion of the interview. 
 While there was no set upper limit for the number of participants to recruit, the 
researcher continued to recruit participants until he achieved saturation. Saturation was 
achieved by determining that no new information on narratives was being collected from 
the sample (Ritchie, Lewis, Elam, Tennant, & Rahim, 2014). This initial number was 
based on previous qualitative studies involving care leavers and the lower limits of 
participants for these studies (Geiger & Beltran, 2017). Adults aging out of the foster care 
system are disproportionately represented along gender and race; attempts were made to 
balance the sample with regards to gender and race within recruitment. While balance 
along race/ethnicity was possible, participant engagement yielded an over representative 
sample of women in the study as few men responded with interest in the study or were 
able to keep scheduled interview times during the data collection process. 
Data Collection 
 Upon contacting the researcher, participants were asked to complete a brief 
screening to ensure they were over 18 and transitioned out of foster care. Participants 
were then emailed an informed consent document that outlined the aims, protocol, risks, 
and potential benefits of the study. Participants were asked to select a study alias to 
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ensure the anonymity of their data during the analysis phase of the study  
 After verbally agreeing to participate and choosing a study alias, the researcher 
began the interview by providing information about their rights in participating in 
research, including the purpose of the study, the procedures, the potential benefits, the 
potential harms, compensation, anonymity, how the data would be handled, and their 
right to withdraw from the study at any point for any reason or to not answer any 
question without penalty. At that point, participants were asked to select which type of 
gift card they would like. The audio recorded semi-structured interview then began at that 
point. The semi-structured interview was conducted by phone and audio recorded. 
Interviews lasted between 40 and 90 minutes. To ensure the anonymity of the participants 
in the data analysis process, the transcripts were sent to Rev, a web-based transcription 
service, and verified against the recording for accuracy. The researcher used the 
verification process to remove identifying information about the participants from the 
transcript for analysis. Real names of participants and non-notable people were replaced 
with aliases, and information that could identify participants indirectly was masked. This 
was necessary as reviewers were used in the analysis phase. After deidentifying the data, 
the transcripts were uploaded into NVivo, a qualitative analysis software, for analysis. 
Semi-structured Interview Guides 
 The interview guide was developed using the conceptual frameworks outlined in 
chapter 3. Domains within the interview guide addressed include goals, human capital, 
social capital, cultural capital, and identity capital. At the beginning of the interview, 
participants were asked to give their own definitions of success and share their goals at 
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the time they were exiting care and at the time of the interview. The participants were 
asked about their experiences with education, employment, volunteering, and training for 
adulthood during their time in care. Participants were also asked about their supportive 
relationships and access to resources from organizations during their time at the transition 
from foster care. Finally, participants were asked about the stories they had heard about 
success, failure, and adulthood during their time in foster care. Sample questions for each 
domain are presented in the semi-structured interview guide provided in Appendix A. 
Data Analysis 
 The narrative approach holds that the present state of a person’s life is often the 
result of a series of events or decisions experienced by the participants (Lieblich et al., 
1998). For this reason, a multi-step narrative analysis process was used to analyze the 
data.  
 First, de-identified transcripts were uploaded into NVivo and analyzed using an 
initial coding framework informed by the identity capital model. A preliminary coding 
framework was developed using the larger concepts of human capital, social capital, and 
cultural capital. Human capital was subdivided into four groups: education, employment, 
volunteering, and training for adulthood. Social capital was divided into two groups: 
supportive relationships and resources from organizations. Cultural capital was also 
divided into two groups: stories about success and stories about failure. Additional codes 
were generated for the concept of identity capital; these included goals at transition, goals 
at present, imposed goals, and abilities that participants described in meeting these goals. 
Additional codes emerged from the interviews stemming from the concepts of structural 
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oppression (oppression/isolation, stigma, and underresourced/underprepared). Initial 
coding was performed by assigning passages of text within transcription to these initial 
codes; more than one code could be applied to each passage of text. The initial coding 
framework is provided in Appendix B.  
 After the initial coding was performed on all cases, five case summaries from 
participants with divergent experiences were developed in order to sort present initial 
findings to outside reviewers. The case summaries included information on contextual 
factors of participants (their definitions of success and their goals during the transition 
from care), capital resources (human capital, social capital, and cultural capital, as it is 
defined conceptually in chapter 3), and commentary and notes on each case. An initial set 
of themes were proposed by the researcher, based on the common narratives advanced 
within these case summaries. Themes included an initial framework for how participants 
defined success and goals, their access to resources to meet their goals, and the systemic 
issues faced by participants due to their experiences in foster care.  
 To look for themes, the researcher attended to common patterns, feelings, or 
interpretations of the experiences described by the participants. The researcher also 
looked for turning points within the narratives, or points where significant changes are 
noted. This included a change in resources, relationships, or experiences as the narrative 
progressed. After looking for common themes within each interview, the researcher 
expanded the analysis to convergent or divergent themes between the interviews. The 
researcher also expanded the analysis to commonalities in turning points between the 
interviews. These steps are consistent with the qualitative data coding and analysis 
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process (Bazeley, 2013; Saldaña, 2016).  
 A copy of the study design and rationale, three deidentified transcripts, matching 
case summaries, and initial themes were provided to two outside data reviewers. One data 
reviewer was a graduate student with lived experience and expertise in the content area; 
the other data reviewer was a person with limited knowledge of the foster care system. 
The first reviewer was used to help determine that the experiences described by the 
participants were consistent with their understanding of the literature surrounding 
transition-aged care leavers. The second reviewer was used to determine the process both 
made sense, and the findings logically followed from the information provided to him. 
Both reviewers provided feedback on the themes suggested in this initial round of 
analysis. A copy of the primary document provided to the reviewers is attached as 
Appendix C. Further information about the purpose of this process will be addressed in 
the limitations. 
 Based on feedback from the reviewers and the emerging prominence of more 
broad forms of social and cultural capital, the researcher refined the initial coding 
framework and added codes for aspirational, navigational, and resistance capital, as given 
in Yosso (2005). Coding was then performed by re-reading the transcripts and applying 
these new codes. This new codebook is provided in Appendix B, with the new codes 
highlighted yellow. 
 To further contextualize and compare themes across participant narratives, 
information from the interviews were then placed within a matrix. Converging and 
diverging narratives were compared. An excerpt of this matrix is provided in Appendix 
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D. During this process, a larger focus on definitions of success, goals, and resources was 
developed into larger, more refined themes that included the initial set of themes, but also 
included more focus on the exact types of supportive relationships and resources from 
organizations provided to participants, their experiences with stories about success and 
failure, and their resistance to the limiting stories they may have heard about leaving 
foster care. 
Rigor 
 The researcher employed strategies to address limitations within the study. 
Limitations were related to recruitment, sampling, data collection, and analysis. These 
areas constituted potential issues with methodological integrity, or the concept that the 
research design and procedures were adequate to support the research goals, as well as 
tailored to characteristics of the subject matter and researcher (Levitt, Motulsky, Wertz, 
Morrow, & Ponterotto, 2017). Methodological integrity encompasses two aims: fidelity 
to the subject matter and utility in achieving goals (Levitt et al., 2017). This means that at 
each step of the research process (design, collection, and analysis), the researcher made 
specific choices that addressed the overall integrity of the research. In attending to the 
methodological integrity of the study, each of the potential limitations and the embedded 
strategies for addressing them is discussed below. Limitations and strategies are divided 
into two sections: recruitment, sampling, and collection (design and collection) and 
researcher reflexivity (collection and analysis).  
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Recruitment, sampling, and data collection.  
 Levitt and colleagues (2017) describe that diversity need be incorporated into the 
data collection process, but that every form of diversity need not be captured; the 
diversity within the sample needs to be contextualized within the goals of the study. The 
goals of this study were to determine how the foster care experience may have influenced 
goal setting and the ability to achieve them, given the resources available and how the 
care leaver chose to use those resources. This meant that difference in resources available 
and the goals set by the care leavers was expected; the strategies described were 
undertaken to recruit a sample that included people with a diversity of these kinds of 
experiences and resources. 
 Part of the semi-structured interview asked what services care leavers used while 
transitioning from care and after care. All states and Washington, D. C. have some form 
of aftercare supports for youth leaving care, and the laws related to eligibility for youth 
aging out of care are generally the same across the states and Washington, D. C. 
(Dworsky & Havlicek, 2008). This means that differences in what services were provided 
and used were a matter of availability at the state level, providing a more expected level 
of difference for the study. It is possible that some care leavers chose not to use specific 
services or were unable to access specific services due to over-enrollment or failure to 
meet specific eligibility criteria in that state. 
Addressing researcher reflexivity.  
 Levitt and their colleagues (2017) also describe the concept of perspective 
management in relation to fidelity. They caution that “researchers should not collect data 
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to confirm their own perspectives, but instead strive to be open to all responses…” 
(Levitt et al., 2017, p. 13). Not only is perspective management important in the data 
collection process, but also in the data analysis process. They suggest that using reflective 
strategies and external checking can help the investigator address the integrity of the 
research (Levitt et al., 2017). 
 The researcher has a shared lived experience in living within and exiting the 
foster care system. This shared experience proved a great strength in recruiting 
participants and in the analysis process. While Levitt and colleagues (2017) frame this as 
a concern in research, both hooks (1994) Du Bois (as in Morris, 2019) hold that people 
who experience some form of oppression are positioned in a way to provide deeper 
insight into the understanding of the lived experiences of those like them. Despite this 
advantage, the researcher recognized that his own experiences likely influenced multiple 
aspects of the research process in other ways. For instance, the questions in the interview 
guide may have reflected the experiences of the researcher and may not have been broad 
enough to capture the wider range of experiences that other care leavers may face. To 
address this concern, the questions in the interview guide were reviewed by the 
dissertation committee and an outside party to ensure that the questions were reflective of 
a wide range of experiences for care leavers.  
 The researcher may also have been prone to bias in the analysis phase and may 
have been more inclined to search for narratives that mirrored the researcher’s own 
experience of leaving care. This bias had the potential to shape the data in ways that 
might not have reflected the narratives provided by participants. To address this concern, 
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a variety of strategies were employed. First, the researcher utilized a systematic approach 
to analyze the narratives provided by the participants. The researcher relied on the 
conceptual framework and existing literature to develop an initial coding framework. The 
researcher then looked for themes that were consistent with the information provided 
within the narratives provided by participants, paying special attention to narratives that 
are counter to the lived experiences of the researcher. As an additional step to ensure 
rigor, the researcher employed data review by two other parties to determine if the 
findings were consistent with the data. One party was a care leaver with expertise in both 
qualitative research and youth leaving care; the other was a neuroscientist with training in 
reviewing qualitative work. Feedback from the reviewers was incorporated into the 
iterative process of data analysis, and findings were refined based on this feedback. This 
process ensured that the narratives provided by participants remained at the forefront of 
the data analysis and reporting process and that the findings were consistent with these 
narratives. These strategies were consistent with integrity measures generally employed 




CHAPTER FIVE: WHAT WILL I BE?: UNPACKING SUCCESS, GOALS, AND 
FAILURE 
 The field of research on care leavers is predominantly focused on studies that 
answer questions about assumed goals of care leavers based on social expectations of 
emerging adults, existing large data studies, and policy focus. Few studies have examined 
the thoughts and experiences of care leavers as they offer their own definitions for 
success and describe their own goals. This study sought to answer three important 
questions: 
1. How do care leavers define success in their own words? 
2. What self-defined goals did care leavers have as they transitioned out of care? 
3. What human, social, and cultural capital was available to help care leavers meet 
their goals at transition? 
 The next three chapters focus on the findings of the study and answer these three 
questions. Demographics will be presented to demonstrate the varied characteristics of 
the participants. The findings to the research questions are presented in themes. The first 
theme addresses the question of “what will I be?” and describes the aspirations of the 
participants and the background for how the participants developed their ideas around 
success and goals, framed within the context of cultural capital. The second theme 
addresses the question of “how will I get there?” and describes the social and human 
capital resources the participants describe available during their time leaving care. The 
third theme addresses the issue of “what is standing in the way?” and describes the 
emerging theme of oppression that arose from within the interviews. Pertinent vignettes 
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will be interspersed within the themes to add depth to the findings.  
Demographics 
 Fifteen participants were recruited from using a national call for participants. 
Participants’ ages ranged from 23 years to 30 years of age and the average age was 26 
years old. The average age when participants left foster care was 19 years old. Of the 
fifteen participants, twelve described themselves as women, two as men, and one as 
gender non-binary. The participants were split among race lines; four of the fifteen 
identified as White, two as Native Alaskan, six as Black, and three as a race or ethnicity 
other than White. Participants represented care experiences in nine states: Alaska, 
Alabama, California, Colorado, Maryland, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, and Texas.  
Characteristics Descriptive Statistic 
Age (in years) Mean = 26; Range: 23 – 30 
Age Left Care (in years) Mean = 19; Range: 18 – 21 










































Table 1. Participant Demographics 
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 The demographics of this study demonstrate that definitions of success were 
provided by those who embodied a wide range of experiences. Success was not only 
rooted in traditional understandings but also in the lived experiences and identities of care 
leavers. Charlie provides her understanding of success in the following vignette.  
Vignette One: A Dual Vision of Success 
  At the time of the interview, Charlie was working, married, and expecting her 
third child. She was also entering her final year of undergraduate education at a large 
university.  
 Charlie had entered care at age 16 with her twin sister, another set of sisters, and 
her brother. When Charlie was 17 years old, Charlie became pregnant with her first child. 
She received a lot of negative messaging about her chance for success after becoming 
pregnant: “When I was 17 and pregnant with my son, they would tell me like ‘oh, you’re 
pregnant, and you’re not going to graduate high school, and you’re just not going to do 
good.’ They were just really judging me because I was pregnant, and I was 17.” Charlie 
pushed back against these negative stereotypes: “Just because I was pregnant and 17 
doesn’t mean I’m going to be a homeless native person.” 
 Charlie was given the option to stay in care to participate in extended foster care, 
but she refused. She had had negative experiences during her time in care and was not 
interested in continuing that relationship. When she was getting ready to leave care at age 
18, Charlie identified three goals: “My goals were to graduate high school, get a job, and 
live in [City].” About a year after she left foster care, Charlie talked with her twin sister 
and changed these goals from a focus on work to furthering her education: “My twin 
  
52 
sister really influenced me on what my goals were and how my future was going to be.” 
Charlie decided to pursue college and completed her AAS and was enrolled in a BA 
program at the time of the interview. 
 Despite having education as a primary goal for herself, Charlie often wrestled 
with the tension working at the expense of supporting her family. For her, family is 
important and being there for her children is key: “I’m really glad that I work part-time 
because I can come home and I can cook and clean and spend time with my family…but 
it’s going to be difficult in the next year because of the budget cuts and me having my 
third child and being a senior. I’m kind of in-between: do I want to stay home and be a 
mom?” 
 When Charlie was asked about her goals for the future, she described her desire to 
complete her BA and to attend law school. For her, law school represented an opportunity 
to advance justice among her community: “As a Native person and learning about and 
knowing about all these inequalities and system injustices…I really think I can help 
people in my town where I live and just the Native population in general.” 
 When asked about her self-defined vision of success, Charlie situated her 
understanding of success in two worlds: the Western world and in her traditions as a 
Native person. 
Well, there’s two ways that we define success…and in my culture, long ago, 
success was how much food we have in the freezer, how much fish we have, how 
much meat we have for the winter. Family was also success… In the Western 
world, they look at success as money, education, having a big house. But me, 
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yeah, I do see success as education, because I really value my education and think 
education is very important. And family, like how connected and close and how 
much we get along, as success. That’s success to me: family and education. And 
happiness. 
*** 
 Charlie’s vignette describes a common thread of narratives around success and 
goals for the care leavers in this study. She entered care and received negative messaging 
around what it meant to be a foster youth from people in her life who were tasked with 
providing for her needs. She formulated goals for herself that were largely in-line with 
what the social and systemic expectations were: finish school, get a job, and build a 
family. Charlie’s goals evolved into giving back to her community, which she saw 
experienced injustice. Finally, her self-defined vision of success blended achievements, 
life-satisfaction, and connection while honoring her Native tradition and adapting to the 
culture in which she was thrust as a result of entering care. 
“I’m Not Sure If That’s Possible…”: Failure and Success 
 Conversations about success for care leavers with participants were almost always 
framed around failure first. These thoughts about failure were rooted in the messaging 
they had received from adults in their lives and research they had heard about. Messages 
consisted of limitations that adults or peers in their lives saw as the result of the foster 
care system. Participants often heard stories about ending up homeless, going to jail, 
being unemployed, having substance dependence, becoming pregnant, and death. One 
participant, Bubblegum, only had access to this type of messaging and describes that it 
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limited how she thought about success: “I never thought about that in my teenage years 
because I did not think that was possible. I’m not sure if that is possible or not.” 
 The most pressing issue in accessing stories about success for many of the 
participants was the lack of support or presence of negative support they received from 
the majority of adults they came into contact with during their time in the foster care 
system. Many participants described failure as a commonly spoken expectation by the 
adults who were tasked with caring for them or providing them with services. Leo shares 
that “one of my foster parents, I remember them saying that I would never do anything 
good in society, that I would just be like a waste of space.” Participants described hearing 
mostly negative things about who foster children were from child welfare workers, 
teachers, foster parents, and others involved in their care. 
 Hazel describes the difficulty she has in balancing success in her life with the 
messaging she got about the likelihood of failure: “It’s difficult to sort of balance what it 
means successful in society…the bar is really low to be successful as someone who came 
from foster care.” Ricky also shares that this focus on failure made them “scared to 
succeed…I am not the rule, I’m the exception.” Other participants in this study echoed 
the sentiment of trying to live within the duality of being seen as successful by simply not 
falling prey to the vast array of negative outcomes they had heard about during their time 
in care. 
 When participants did access stories about success, these stories almost always 
lacked a care leaver as a model for success. The most common stories about success 
participants were able to recall typically involved having lots of money, completing 
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college, securing a good job, and owning property. A few participants mentioned family; 
two participants likened success to living up to the “status quo” (Hazel) or a “white 
picket fence life” (Leo). 
 When asked about stories they had heard about successful foster youth, only three 
participants were able to readily recall some type of story they had heard about successful 
foster youth. Emerald simply said that she’d heard about a book where the main character 
had overcome a lot of obstacles. Ricky recalled stories they had heard about famous 
people who had overcome the obstacles of foster care. Rose had access to stories about 
successful foster youth because of her involvement in the youth advisory board. 
 When participants were given the opportunity to describe their own definitions of 
success, these definitions often contained elements of achievement, life-satisfaction, and 
connection. Achievement-based elements to defining success were indicative of 
participants achieving some ideal in their life that was immediately measurable 
(employment, education, finances) or describing success as meeting pre-determined 
goals. Life satisfaction-based components of success were indicative of participants 
attaining a desired characteristic in their life (happiness, comfort, faith). Connection-
based components of success included some type of focus on relationships, either with 
present family or future families they hoped to build. 
 Most participants provided definitions for success that were achievement-based. 
Some were very concrete in their answers. An example where a participant has clearly 
defined success as an achievement-based process would be one provided by Leo. He 
prefaced his answer by describing that success was taking the opposite path of his parents 
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and then proceeded to name indicators of success as “having a good social-economical 
[sic] status, having a good job, not doing drugs, being a good member of society…like 
this white picket fence stereotype.” Other participants who gave definitions with 
concrete, achievement-based definitions also echoed success, including money, 
employment, or education as necessary qualities for success. 
 Some participants gave responses that included achievement-based definitions 
that were more abstract. Emerald provided a simple answer: “[S]uccess is being able to 
have a set of goals and being able to accomplish them one step at a time.” Some were 
more complex in how they described the same concept; Ashley A. defined success as 
“something that you accomplished, and you’re very good at.” Jasmine’s framing of 
success as contextually based. She saw success through her lens as a care leaver: 
“[M]aking it through foster care. That’s like the biggest success anyone can have right 
now and surviving after.” Jasmine also gives clear indicators that she’s achieving success 
for herself following this broad definition: “...By me not becoming homeless and then by 
me having my home and able to keep a job, that’s success for me.” 
 Some participants gave definitions that focused almost solely on life satisfaction 
and connection. Faith is important to Rhianna; when asked to describe success for 
herself, Rhianna described her success in the context of that faith. According to Rhianna, 
her definition of success was “…ultimately, to glorify God, to fulfill God’s will…to take 
the adverse experiences I’ve been through and somehow make them good and create a 
good life for my family.” Adah was very specific that success was not about what had 
been achieved but in the characteristics of a life worth working towards. 
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 Success for me is just being comfortable, being content with what you have…and 
 it’s not about you having a high-paying job. It’s not about you having a house. 
 It’s just being content. If you feel happy, for me that’s success, because you did 
 something right.  
 Emma also provided a definition of success that included both life satisfaction 
(happiness and security) and achievements (financially provide for myself). Rose also 
provided this type of definition, leading with the concepts of happiness and comfort and 
following this with “success in my career, success in my health, my general emotional, 
physical, financial well-being.” 
 Despite the differences between the definitions of success, one thing that most 
had in common was the idea that success was a fixed target to achieve. The achievement-
based and life satisfaction-based definitions seemed to infer that one could readily attain 
success if those conditions were met. A few participants described success as a moving 
target; Ashley B. described success as “mak[ing] one step each day towards being better 
than you were the day before.” Hazel situated success as different depending on the stage 
of life one is in. She admits to not feeling successful based on what she thought success 
might look like at 18 years old, but upon reflection, she feels as though she has achieved 
success. Hazel then goes to say, “success is being proud of who are you and where you’re 
at in life.” 
 These definitions demonstrate that achievement is not the only basis on which the 
participants were gauging their success in adulthood. Care leavers in this study cared 
about the achievements, but also cared about living lives that had meaning and 
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fulfillment. Participants also believed they needed to build relationships with others in 
their communities and to create families. This becomes more evident when analyzing the 
goals that care leavers provided. 
“Get a Place…Finish School…Get a Job”: Setting Goals 
 Participants were also asked to describe their goals at two time points in their 
lives: the first as they were preparing to leave foster care and the second at the present 
moment. This served two purposes. First, it allowed for an understanding of what 
participants saw as goals for themselves in emerging adulthood. Second, asking about 
present goals allowed the researcher some insight into whether those goals had been met, 
had been deferred, or had been changed. During the course of the interview, the 
participants organically described their progress towards their goals during transition. 
 The transition goals of participants fell along three major activities: advance 
educational opportunities, find employment, and seek independent living stability. These 
categories are in line with the policy-focused goals. Fourteen out of the fifteen 
participants had goals during their transition to attend or complete schooling. Nine of the 
participants wanted to find a job. Eight of the participants sought some type of 
independent living stability in their lives (housing, not being homeless). Three 
participants framed their goals using a not condition (e.g., not have kids, not be homeless, 
not be a statistic). Three participants framed their goals around reconnecting with or 
creating some type of family. 
 Some participants had transition goals that were short and concrete. For Ashley 
A., her goal at transition was simple “to go to college and stay sober.” Similarly, Ashley 
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B. was interested in “finish[ing] college, not have kids, and to really…I was just focusing 
on finishing school.” Many of the other participants claimed that their goals were related 
to completing their education. All participants, but Bubblegum and Jasmine, included 
some type of schooling as part of their transition goals. 
 Another common goal among participants was to find employment. Brandon’s 
goal of going to school was tied to his desire to find employment. Brandon wanted to 
attend and complete cosmetology school so that he could “become a hairstylist and a 
makeup artist.” For Hazel, the college degree represented the best path to employment 
and independence. As she puts it, “I really wanted to get a college degree. I really wanted 
to be employed and be independent.” For the participants who wanted to pursue 
education, the only other participants who connected their education goal directly with 
employment were Rose, Rhianna, Ricky, Leo, Adah, and Charlie. 
 Some participants had goals that included activities outside education and 
employment. Many of them wanted to find stability in their lives. Bubblegum’s goals 
were to “reconnect with my biological family and get things situated there and finding a 
place, a stable place, and having freedom.” Emerald wanted to find a stable place to live, 
but she also wanted to “learn how to forgive and be understanding towards my mom.” 
For Emerald, reconnecting with her family was important, and learning to understand her 
mother’s mental illness was a priority for her. Rose also wanted to reconnect with her 
biological family. Rhianna, however, was focused on future planning. Her goals included 
education, employment, and “to have a family someday.” 
 The present goals of participants either built upon their goals at transition, 
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continued their goals at transition, or were a departure of their transition goals. Four of 
the participants had fully achieved their transition goals by the time of the interview; 
three of them had developed new goals for themselves to pursue. Ten of the participants 
had partially achieved their goals at transition and had goals that they were still 
attempting to achieve or goals that had developed from adjusting their goals from 
transition. One participant had fully changed their goals because they had not had 
opportunities to meet their goals at transition. 
 Regardless of where participants were positioned at the time of the interview in 
achieving their goals at transition, one common theme was present: care leavers were 
interested in giving back to their communities. Most of the participants either worked in 
the human services field or stayed connected to advocacy organizations that help improve 
the foster care system for future generations of care leavers. Rose works as an attorney, 
representing foster youth. Hazel is the director of a small non-profit that focuses on 
improving the experiences of youth in care. Jasmine and Charlie are employed by 
agencies that serve foster youth and care leavers. Ricky, Ashley B., Megan, Rhianna, 
Brandon, Emerald, and Leo still interact with others in care as volunteers. One participant 
is presently a foster parent, and a few others expressed the desire to become foster 
parents; for Megan, it is expressed as a specific goal in her life and drives her to meet her 
other goals. 
Conclusion 
 Participants were asked to answer questions about how they defined success. 
Participants were then asked to name their goals at transition and their goals at the time of 
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the interview. Finally, participants were asked to talk about where they learned about 
success. These questions were used to frame the aspirations of participants and help 
determine how their own personal goals were to be served by the resources they received. 
 As demonstrated in this section, visions of success and self-determined goals are 
not far removed from policy and research-oriented ideas about the paths that care leavers 
should take as they move into adulthood. However, there is a divergence from the 
standard “school, work, contribute” mantra that is endemic to policy and the research. 
While some care leavers clearly want to move towards school and work, others also place 
value on building relationships with those around them and giving back to the larger 
community. 
 However, these visions of success and goals are not easily gained by participants. 
As will be discussed in the next chapters, participants often had barriers in building skills 
that would aid them in achieving their goals towards school, work, and maintaining 
strong relationships.  
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CHAPTER SIX: HOW WILL I GET THERE?: RESOURCES AT TRANSITION 
 During the interviews, participants were asked to describe the resources they had 
in their lives during care, as they emerged into adulthood, and at the time of the 
interview. Participants were asked about their educational experiences, work experiences, 
opportunities to volunteer, training for adulthood, important social relationships, and 
resources from organizations at their time of transition into adulthood from foster care. 
 Though participants in the study came from a wide variety of backgrounds, their 
narratives carried a common theme: challenges existed in what resources were available 
that could aid them as they moved into adulthood. Many described an array of 
meaningful relationships and supports in their lives that helped guide them during this 
rough transition. However, this wasn’t always enough to help them achieve their goals. 
The vignette below demonstrates the divergence of resources and goal achievement for 
two participants who had experienced foster care only a few years apart.  
Vignette Two: Diverging Outcomes 
 By the time Brandon exited care at age 18, he had lived in 29 foster homes and 
eight congregate care settings. This created a variety of issues for him in school: “I 
wasn’t able to have a solid educational foundation because I moved around so much and I 
went to so many different schools it was impossible for me to even gain credits towards 
graduation.” Brandon ultimately completed his GED in hopes that he would be able to 
work towards his next goal: become a cosmetologist and do hair and makeup in 
Hollywood. Brandon reported having mixed feelings about the training he received in his 




 By the time Rose exited extended foster care at age 21, Rose had only a year left 
of college. During her time in care, she attended one high school, even though she’d lived 
in a lot of different cities. For her, the challenge was making sure the school didn’t know 
she wasn’t living in their district: “It was a bit stressful trying to balance making sure the 
school didn’t find out when I was not in the district because I was moving a lot but also 
balancing family visits.” Because Rose had attended the same high school for her entire 
school experience, she was able to graduate on time and work towards her next goal: 
attending college. Rose learned about being an adult from a teacher in her high school 
and her grandmother; she received ILP training later one-on-one because it was 
mandated. She did not find this experience helpful to her learning about being an adult. 
 Shortly after Brandon left care at 18, he ended up homeless: “I got hotel vouchers 
from welfare until I was able to solidify some housing, but unfortunately, I did not get 
into any sort of housing.” He had not had a chance to work while he was in foster care, 
but he had secured a job as he was getting ready to emancipate from care that was 
waiting for him to start when he left care. By the time he turned 19, he had lived in two 
different temporary housing situations while he was attending a community college. 
Brandon experienced a medical emergency that required hospitalization shortly after he 
left care but had not been given Medicaid when he left care; he was fortunate that he was 
able to sign up for Medicaid at the hospital and use that to cover his bills. He denies 
receiving access to Medicaid when he was leaving care: “No, there was no medical 
things, and when I signed up for SNAP, I didn’t sign up for Medi-Cal then either. I had to 
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go and reapply after almost dying.” This was in spite of the fact that his state had signed 
into law, years earlier, a bill that allowed care leaver access to Medicaid until age 21. 
  As Rose was exiting formal foster care after completing high school, Rose was 
able to get housing during the summer before her first year of college. This helped her 
avoid feeling stressed out when she was leaving formal foster care: “A few days after 
graduating high school, I had to move. The program actually arranged for me to have 
housing in certain parts, even when they normally didn’t have housing.” She was able to 
live in the dorms during her time as a student, but she still struggled with housing 
stability during her time there: “I struggled a lot with housing. I was in the dorms, but 
whenever spring break, winter break, or anything like that came around, it was always a 
stressful situation.” She wasn’t able to have a job when she was in formal foster care until 
she was 17 years old and living with her grandmother in a kinship placement. Rose 
continued to have health care through Medicaid during her entire time in school and 
during her time in law school, even though she had to cross the border to an adjoining 
state for doctor’s appointments. 
 Brandon maintained relationships with his middle school guidance counselor 
throughout his time in care; she attended his wedding to his husband. He found it difficult 
to make friends because of the rules around who he could hang out with and what he 
could do when he was in foster care. He also maintained relationships with group home 
staff and his foster siblings from a group home he was in. He found them to be sources of 
support for him even after he aged out of care. He also connected with people in his 
youth advisory board in his state. 
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 Rose maintained relationships with a teacher from her high school, a former 
caseworker, her grandmother, and her mentor from her state’s youth advisory board. Her 
teacher from her high school and her grandmother were her primary sources of support in 
her life, and her teacher from high school is still involved in her life at present. She still 
contacts her teacher from high school to go over her budget and get advice. 
 Brandon is currently working on finding a job and rebuilding a business with his 
husband while his husband attends school. Rose is currently starting her job as a public 
defender in a major city after successfully passing the bar. While Brandon is still working 
towards new goals he’s set for himself, he seems hopeful that things will work out. Rose 
is excited about the new directions in her life.  
*** 
 The stories of Rose and Brandon demonstrate that a variety of experiences during 
a person’s time in care, their access to resources, and the relationships they have in their 
lives can make a difference in where they end up. Both Rose and Brandon experienced 
multiple placement changes, but Rose was able to secure educational stability. This 
provided Rose with an opportunity to complete high school on-time but required Brandon 
to secure an alternative credential. Both exited formal foster care at the same age, but 
Rose had access to housing resources through school and extended foster care; Brandon 
was left with housing vouchers and experienced homelessness. 
 Brandon and Rose received life skills training, but Rose also got information 
about adulthood from outside sources. Both were denied the opportunity to work while in 
family foster care settings. Rose was provided with Medicaid and other resources at the 
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time she left care, but Brandon did not find out that he was eligible until an emergency 
arose, even though he’d applied for and received other public assistance. Brandon and 
Rose both had school-connected, system-connected, and youth advisory board people as 
important relationships in their lives. In the end, Rose had resources that allowed her to 
meet her goals, and Brandon had shifted to working towards alternative goals. 
“It Was Unstable…”: Experiences Before Leaving Care 
 The narratives of Brandon and Rose are largely emblematic of the experiences of 
many participants in the study as they relate to the resources they had prior to 
transitioning from care and during their attempts at meeting their transition goals. 
Participants were asked to describe their educational, employment, and volunteer 
experiences during their time in care. Participants were also asked about the training they 
received for adulthood prior to exiting the foster care system; this is because all 
participants should have had access to an independent living skills course to prepare them 
for adulthood. If participants described lacking a specific form of human capital, or 
having challenges to acquiring that form of capital, during their time in care, they were 
asked why that might be.  
Education 
 Participants had a variety of educational outcomes, but most described high 
school as a stable place and felt supported. Most participants reported that they had 
finished school either early or on time. One participant reported doing well in school but 
finished a year late due to issues with credits transferring from one school to another. 
Two participants completed school at a later time using an online school program. Two 
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participants reported completing an alternative credential (GED) instead of completing a 
traditional high school degree. 
 Despite school representing a stable and supportive place, almost all participants 
described some type of educational challenges. The most common challenge was 
multiple schools attended during the time in care. These challenges also presented 
difficulty with ensuring credits transferred; three participants specifically mention 
difficulty with having their credits transfer from one school to another. Only four 
participants described attending a single high school during their time in care; of these 
four, two mentioned having to advocate or manipulate circumstances that allowed them 
to remain in the same school. 
 For some participants in the study, school was a place where they lacked the most 
stability. Brandon specifically attributes his experience moving too many times as the 
reason for his needing to get a GED: “What should have been my senior year of high 
school, I did not even have 10th-grade credits.” Other participants (Jasmine, Bubblegum, 
Charlie, and Ashley B.) described issues with moving and credit transfers. 
Some participants described feeling as though their school setting made it more 
difficult for them to be successful within school. Emma described her experiences in her 
residential care setting school as challenging. According to Emma, “…a lot of the 
education that was provided was interrupted a lot just due to the behavioral issues my 
[foster care siblings] were facing…somebody would have a breakdown, and everybody in 
the classroom was hindered from learning.” Most of the participants who had 
experienced residential treatment attended schools on-site and described a variety of 
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issues with that type of setting. Rhianna advocated for her right to attend a school off-
campus. 
Thirteen participants attended college after leaving the formal foster care system. 
Five participants attended college during their time in extended foster care. At the time of 
the interview, only seven participants had described completing some type of college 
degree. The remaining six participants who had attended college were in some state of 
continuing their college education. Two participants were not involved or interested in 
pursuing a college degree at the time of the interview. 
Employment 
 Seven participants described holding some type of employment during their time 
in foster care. Of the seven who described having some type of employment, five of them 
were employed outside of their placement setting. Two participants were employed only 
within their placement settings. One participant reported that her foster family required 
all foster youth in their homes to have a job; the remaining four participants who worked 
outside of the foster care placement had mixed experiences with working. Three 
participants who worked during their time in care reported having to quit their jobs after 
changing placements because their new placement refused to transport them to work or 
allow them to pursue a job. 
 Residential treatment centers and congregate care settings appeared to cause a 
larger challenge when employment was explored. Jasmine and Bubblegum were 
restricted to employment only at the facility. Bubblegum had been working at her 
residential treatment facility prior to moving to a foster home. When she brought up the 
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topic of work, she reports being told, “it wouldn’t really matter because the government’s 
taking care of me” by her foster parents.  
Sometimes placement changes were the challenge for participants who were 
employed. Rhianna had worked as a lifeguard prior to changing foster homes and had to 
quit because her new foster mom did not want to give her a ride to work. As Rhianna puts 
it “you just have to call your job up, which is extremely unprofessional and be like ‘Hey I 
can’t come in at 5 a.m. tomorrow because my foster mom doesn’t want to drive me to 
work.’ So that was not good.” Ashley B. had an experience where she had been employed 
for a year in a fast-food restaurant in a previous placement setting, but her group home 
created a barrier to her maintaining employment. As Ashley B. states, “the group home 
was the worst because they tried to make it so political and it had to be exactly by their 
rules. They come up there and tell my managers I can only work certain days. It was just 
crazy, just trying to exhibit that sense of control.” Ashley B. could no longer work 
because of that experience.  
 Nine of the participants described prohibitions from working or faced a specific 
challenge to work because of the foster care system. Eight participants did not report 
holding any type of employment during their time in traditional foster care; of these eight 
participants, five directly described foster care as the reason they were unable to get a 
job. Two participants described being restricted to working in the placement because they 
were unable to leave the residential campus. Most of the participants who did not get a 
chance to work at all specifically mention the rules of foster care as the main reason they 
could not get employment. Adah specifically says, “I had to follow the rules of the 
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system, you know, ‘cause I can’t be out late. I gotta be home by certain times, so that’s 
why I didn’t work.” This sentiment, of the rules preventing participants from working, 
were shared by other participants (Ricky, Brandon, Charlie, and Emma). Brandon and 
Emma were allowed to apply for jobs, but their placement settings would not allow them 
to take the jobs until after they left care.  
Two participants who did not work during their time in care indicated that they 
would not have been interested in seeking employment while in foster care.  
Volunteering  
 Nine participants were able to pursue some type of volunteering during their time 
in care. Five participants described some type of volunteering that occurred with 
organizations outside of the foster care system. Seven participants who were able to 
volunteer described being connected to a volunteer organization that served foster youth 
or was connected to their foster care placement. Seven participants mentioned 
specifically being prevented from pursuing volunteer opportunities due to their 
experience being in foster care. Only one participant who did not pursue volunteering 
indicated that she would have been able to volunteer if she had wanted to. 
 Again, the distrust of foster youth seemed to guide this decision for those who did 
not have a chance to participate in volunteering. Rose explained that it came from a place 
of distrust: “You have a new person in your house, you don’t know where they’re really 
going…and with all the stereotypes that come with foster youth, I can imagine someone 
might necessarily believe that I’m really going off to serve food at the soup kitchen.” 
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Training for adulthood 
 Fourteen out of the fifteen participants had some sort of official training for 
adulthood through an independent living skills program. One participant reported 
receiving no training for adulthood at all. Of the participants who received training for 
adulthood, only three participants specifically describe the ILS programs as helpful. The 
remaining eleven participants described specific deficits of their ILS training that they 
felt either failed to prepare them for adulthood, were provided in formats that were not 
helpful, or were received too late during their time in care for the training to be helpful. 
Five participants reported receiving training for adulthood outside of the formal ILS 
training. 
“They Got Me Where I Needed to Be…”: Social Resources  
 Participants were asked to describe the important social relationships they felt 
they had during their time transitioning from care. Many of the participants in the study 
reported having a small number of important people in their lives during the time they 
were transitioning from foster care into adulthood. Participants were also asked to 
describe resources from organizations they received as they were transitioning from 
foster care. Participants were then asked to describe the important social relationships 
that were present in their lives at the time of the interview and what resources they might 
still be receiving. Participants were also asked to describe the type of help they received 




 Supportive relationships came from a variety of sources. Most relationships were 
with people who were systems-involved. These included foster parents, caseworkers, 
group home staff, and foster siblings. Adah reported having a close relationship with her 
social worker and that her social worker “was there for me, and she helped me to the goal 
line to find an apartment. She even helped me move my stuff to my new apartment.” 
Other participants described foster parents and group home staff as sources of supportive 
relationships. Ashley B had mixed experienced with her group home staff, but she 
reported that a “couple of staff at the group home were pretty cool and kind of served as 
mentors.” Both Brandon and Ricky report being in contact with former staff at the time of 
the interview. 
For Brandon, his relationships with the group home staff were an important one. 
Brandon tells the story of struggling with substance dependence while he was in care. 
Group home staff “were the ones who dropped me off and picked me up at rehab…they 
were the ones that, when I came rock bottom, took my drugs and never called the police 
and just got me where I needed to be.” While Brandon’s experience with group home 
staff was extraordinary compared to the other participants, Jasmine reported that group 
home staff still checked on her. This was because Jasmine was employed by the 
organization that served her while she was in care. 
Megan considers her foster family to be her “real” family. She jokes that she often 
has to clarify which mother she is talking to when she’s describing life events to her 
friends: “If I say my mom is calling me or something, they’d be like ‘Which one, the 
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white one or the black one?” Megan sees her former foster mother’s children, though 
divorced, like her siblings and continues to rely on them for support. 
 Another common source of support for participants were people from their 
biological families. Connection with biological siblings was overwhelming a source of 
support for participants in the study. Ashley A. described receiving a lot of support from 
her grandmother and sisters, especially around the challenges of raising her children. 
Charlie described getting life advice that influenced how she saw her goals as she moved 
into adulthood. Other participants described receiving emotional support from their 
siblings, even if their siblings were unable to provide other types of support. 
 The remaining types of relationships described by participants during their time in 
transition were from people outside the family or foster care system. Five participants 
described connections to teachers and coaches. Four participants described important 
relationships with people from church. Four participants described connections with 
people from youth advisory boards. Four participants had participated in mentoring and 
described a connection to their mentors as they transitioned from care. Three participants 
described attachment to a romantic partner during their time transitioning from foster 
care. Only one participant specifically mentioned friendships as an important relationship 
during their time transitioning from care. 
 Rhianna’s most important relationship, aside from her husband and child, has 
been with her high school running coach. He was the most consistent person in her life; 
even though she’d moved twelve times in 3 years, he was there for her. Rhianna reports 
that the most positive thing in their relationship was the consistency he embodied. Her 
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coach would later travel to see her graduate from college and brought his family from 
Ohio to visit her in Minnesota.  
For him to be just so consistent…just in terms of the consistency, and the 
relatability, and he was the person who just totally made me believe in myself. He 
was the reason I think I have the discipline that I do and the confidence that I do 
in myself.  
 Brandon’s middle school guidance counselor has been the most enduring 
relationship in his life. She was one of the only people in his life from before care that 
went through the fingerprinting process to maintain a connection and followed him up to 
the time of the interview. She was present at his wedding to his husband, and he still 
receives advice and support from her.  
 Help received from these resources was largely role dependent. The most 
common types of help received from systems-involved relationships were tangible 
resources (e.g., money, goods, or services) or informational support (e.g., referrals to 
organizations) to aid in the transition to adulthood. The second most common type of 
help received from systems-involved relationships was appraisal support (i.e., advice or 
encouragement.) For relationships where the systems-involved person was not a child 
welfare worker (foster parent, foster sibling, group home staff), the most common types 
of help were emotional support (e.g., closeness or affection) and appraisal support.  
 Help from biological family and romantic partners was mostly emotional support 
(e.g., closeness or affection). The second most common form of support from biological 
family was appraisal support. In only a few examples, participants described biological 
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family as a source of tangible support (e.g., giving them money or place to stay). Most of 
the conversations around biological family involved the participant being most supportive 
in the relationship or an often-imbalanced form of reciprocal support (that is, the 
participant was more supportive of their family member and expected or received little in 
return). 
 Help from other sources (school-involved, church, mentor, friends) was often 
described along the lines of emotional and appraisal support. In a few instances, these 
types of relationships yielded some tangible support (e.g., lending money or giving 
participants a place to stay for the short-term). 
 In terms of important relationships at the time of the interview, the most common 
remaining connections were foster parents, foster siblings, biological siblings, youth 
advisory boards involved persons, romantic relationships, and extended family. 
Connections to child welfare workers, group home staff, mentors, and school involved 
persons appeared to be less common as the participants became older. A very common 
reason for this lost connection was that these important people had moved, or the 
participant had lost contact. The second most common reason for the relationships ending 
was that participants were no longer eligible for (or needed) services. 
Resources from organizations  
 All fifteen participants described continuing to receive Medicaid after leaving 
formal foster care. Fourteen participants described receiving resources related to school 
or college (e. g. GED courses, online school, educational training vouchers, financial aid, 
college access) during their time transitioning out of care. Seven participants described 
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receiving some type of housing assistance during their transition, either through 
transitional housing or a housing subsidy program. Six participants reported receiving 
some type of support from a youth advisory board; this support was largely emotional or 
informational support. SNAP was provided to six participants after they left care. The 
less common resources described by participants were parenting (2), employment (1), 
and substance abuse treatment (1). 
 Ten participants were eligible for extended foster care during their time 
transitioning from care. Only six participants opted to use extended foster care during 
their transition. The most frequently described support from extended foster care was 
money from the extended foster care payment. The second most commonly described 
support was access to other resources that they would only receive if they remained 
connected to the foster care system (e. g. a child welfare worker, ongoing referral, 
assistance in emergencies). 
 Four participants were eligible for extended foster care but refused participation. 
This refusal was often described as the result of having a very negative experience with 
the foster care system during their time in care. Five other participants aged out of foster 
care during a time in history where extended foster care was not an option. 
Conclusion 
 As demonstrated in this chapter, participants had clear threats to gaining 
educational and vocational skills. Placement changes were not uncommon, and though 
many were able to complete school on time, this did not come easily. Participants were 
also denied opportunities to seek employment or volunteer within their communities, 
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often as the result of rules put into place by their placement settings.  
 While the relationships they built were long-lasting, the number of people in their 
lives directly connected to their time in care and the types of supports they received were 
varied. Many had access to resources, but each participant received different resources, 
and some did not receive resources for which they were eligible.  
 In the larger context, there was a clear relationship with preparation for adulthood 
and achieving goals within the stories of the participants. Four participants reported 
having accomplished their goals at the time of the interview: Hazel, Leo, Megan, and 
Rose. These four participants represented stories where stability in at least one or more 
areas of their lives helped prepare them to enter adulthood and that there was a concerted 
focus on the future for them as they were preparing to transition out of care. 
 The key barriers with preparation for adulthood, resources, and restrictions on 
what participants could do led to the development of an emerging theme. These issues 
will be discussed further in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: WHAT IS STANDING IN MY WAY?: THE ROLE OF 
CHILD WELFARE AS AN OPPRESSOR 
 Throughout the interview with participants, many identified specific barriers 
within the context of the foster care system that prevented them from receiving 
preparation for adulthood and gaining the skills they needed to become self-sufficient. 
Some described feeling underprepared and lacking information on resources. Others 
described incidences of restrictions in their lives, placed on them by the foster care 
system, as reasons they could not access preparation for adulthood. 
 This chapter will discuss two key issues that were presented within the narratives: 
lack of resources and hyper surveillance as a result of stigma. These issues prevented 
participants from accessing relationships and resources that could prepare them for 
adulthood. As the vignette below will demonstrate, access to resources and relationships 
are important for moving into adulthood.   
Vignette Three: Ricky 
 Ricky, a 28-year-old, non-binary, Black care leaver, described their experiences in 
the care settings with mixed feelings. Ricky felt they were of no importance to the 
system: “When you’re in foster care, you are essentially a number. You’re on 
somebody’s ledger.” Ricky wanted to work while they were in care but was given menial 
tasks and vastly underpaid: “You have us here doing these mundane labor jobs, working 
for 75 cents. This is just unfair; it feels like prison.” As a result, Ricky organized and 
attempted to advocate for others in care. 
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I was reading about people going to the White House and marching at the 
Supreme Court and submitting bills, agenda, and I said, “we need to do that. 
Because I don’t know what they’re doing over here, but this is not it. And if the 
bills say they are supposed to do this, then we need to reform. And we need to 
create new legislation. And we need to introduce a new plan.” And then that was 
my passion…my advocacy.  
Ricky’s advocacy was not met with much support from the congregate care setting or 
from the child welfare department. Ricky describes when they were offered a gift card, 
but only at the expense of others not receiving any. Ricky said no and advocated for 
others to get gift cards: “I did want to avoid conflict, but I just always felt like these 
people are really…what is the point in the system if you can’t even trust the people who 
are supposed to be there for you?” 
 When Ricky left care, they took advantage of every resource available to them. 
From Ricky’s perspective, “I was no way in hell going to let any administration of 
children services or any foster care system take advantage of me and make probably 
millions of dollars off of me as long as I’ve been in the system and not get anything back 
in return. So I [made] sure I got everything due to me.” Ricky received scholarships for 
school, used extended foster care stipends, and took advantage of gift cards. However, 
Ricky describes not being prepared for adulthood, even though they’d been provided with 
training for adulthood. They describe it as just a formality: “Our preparing youths for 
adulthood course were just trash…my first experience was when I was 17. They sat me 
down in a room and took out a big binder…I don’t know how to manage a checkbook, 
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but they tell me to read it and sign my initials.” Ricky describes this as an issue of the 
foster care system deceiving youth about what resources are available to care leavers: 
“You are letting the agencies tell you what they are supposed to do and you’re accepting 
it as fact. But that is not the reality at all.” 
 For Ricky, the child welfare system represented a system that connected youth 
directly to institutions: “It’s one of the biggest pipelines to prison. One of the biggest 
pipelines to a mental hospital. One person went to prison because someone tried to kill 
them in a homeless shelter, and they protected themselves…and then that’s when I started 
to realize, ‘Okay, this is a problem.” Ricky also recognized the highly racialized nature of 
foster care: “Obviously the foster care systems are going to be more Latino, Black people 
because Latino and Black people are the people who are least likely to get resources and 
more likely to be unable to take care of their children.” Ricky describes this as a cycle: 
“They’re children end up in another broken system, the foster care system. And they’re 
predominantly one race. And, unfortunately, that is the reality.” In Ricky’s view, the 
foster care system shelters youth at the expense of preparing them for adulthood:  
Foster care inhibits you in two ways: it shelters you and then it misguides 
you…it’s just a heavy influence because when you’re sheltered and not prepared, 
then go out into the real world, every decision you make is not predicated on 
whether you have the knowledge base to handle that. And the place you were 
supposed to get the preparation to handle that fails you, then they are highly 
influential in your success…and if you have them or you don’t have them.  
 Despite fighting for resources to be successful after leaving foster care, Ricky 
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floundered. During Ricky’s first semester of college, they attempted suicide: “The reason 
I attempted suicide was because I was so overwhelmed with my own expectations…and 
the barriers I noticed that I couldn’t do anything to knock down…I just felt like there 
were no options. There was no way that I would ever be successful.” For Ricky, the idea 
of success represented a duality: “I think it was a duality thing. I was scared to fail, but I 
was also scared to succeed. I am not the rule, I am the exception. When do I become not 
the exception?” At the time of the interview, Ricky had not achieved their goal of 
becoming a paralegal at a law firm but had completed college and was taking care of their 
ill grandmother. Ricky felt that “I know that if I was prepared more in life, I would’ve 
had a safety net. It’s not something I knew 7 years ago, aging out of foster care.” 
*** 
 Ricky’s story is exceptional in that they specifically speak to the racialized and 
sheltered nature of foster care, but the themes within Ricky’s narrative are not unique to 
their experiences in care. Ricky describes lacking resources, not just because resources 
were not there, but because staff in the system were willfully deceiving youth in care 
about their existence. Ricky also describes the hyper surveillance of the system, feeling 
both sheltered and controlled by the foster care system. Ricky also speaks to the stigma 
associated with care. Compounding the stigma experienced by Ricky in foster care is 
Ricky’s experience in intersecting identities. Ricky’s story explains, in great detail, the 
impact of foster care on the lives of those with intersecting identities. 
 These experiences of lacking resources, hyper surveillance, and stigma speak to 
the larger narratives of the participants when they describe their experiences in care. 
  
82 
Many describe these experiences outright; either they or someone they knew had direct 
experiences with being underresourced, stigma, or hyper surveillance. However, there 
were more insidious stories of oppression within the narratives; on their face, they 
indicate the connection to resources or the attempted connection to resources for care 
leavers, but in a deeper analysis suggest that the child welfare system acted as an 
oppressive force in the lives of the care leavers as they were leaving foster care 
 “I Never Got This Thing…”: The Lack of Resources for Youth Leaving Care 
 Many participants commented on the lack of resources available to them and their 
peers as they moved into adulthood. Some commented that the resources they had 
received in foster care had not adequately prepared them for the transition into adulthood. 
Some reported not even knowing about resources that were available to them, even 
though they were eligible to receive the resources. These two issues, the lack of resources 
and lack of information, represent one way in which the child welfare system oppressed 
care leavers. 
 By law, every participant in the study was eligible to receive at least three 
services: ILS courses, Medicaid, and Educational Training Vouchers (ETV). However, 
Jasmine and Charlie received no ILS courses at all, and many others received ILS courses 
late, as an afterthought for preparing for adulthood. One example is given by Rose.  
Life skills was supposed to occur before I turned 18, but I did not get my life skills 
training until after because I asked for it. It was mandated for most people…but 
no one had ever come out, and then I had to say, “Hey, I never got this thing, and 
you guys are requiring me to have it, so many you should actually give it to me.” 
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Megan had a positive experience with her ILS courses, but she was required to complete 
them because her other services were dependent upon receiving ILS: “In order for you to 
receive a good portion of your benefits, you have to complete that course.”  
 The content of these courses was also poorly received. Many described the 
courses as unhelpful because the curriculum was not taught by people who were experts 
about living independently. Hazel describes how her training was not rooted in reality: “I 
wish they were hands-on more and like, ‘you’re not going to be able to get your own 
apartment.’ I wish there would have been more a focus on the reality of it. It wasn’t as 
much of an exercise as much as it was an assignment.” Hazel wishes that the curriculum 
had taken a deeper dive. Bubblegum describes her training as pointless: “Even though 
they tried to put me in an emancipation program, all we did was do activities like hiking 
and not really getting ready for the real world.” 
 Other participants described that resources were not provided at all. Rhianna talks 
about how she was unaware that she was eligible for certain services when she was 
leaving care: “I e-mailed them because I had done a bunch of research and I was ‘You 
guys are still required, even though I decided to emancipate out of care, you guys are still 
required to help me.’” This was not uncommon for participants; many described having 
to insist on receiving services that should have been offered to them. Others describe not 
learning about resources only after joining their youth advisory boards in their states. 
 Charlie discusses the impact of the lack of resources and information in the 
context of not only her life but that of her siblings. She describes having no clue about 
resources when she first left care and received information from her sister. Her brother 
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had recently exited foster care and was provided with no resources at all. This was 
compounded by his experience of mental illness: “They actually just threw him at 
me…come to find out that he’s diagnosed with schizophrenia. I really feel like 
independent living and OCS failed my brother. If they would have helped him more 
when he was 17, that would’ve have been really helpful. But it went a whole 90 degrees, 
and he’s in jail. It really hurt my heart.”  
 Preparation and resources for adulthood were not the only areas where 
participants felt underresourced. Relationships with others also represented an area where 
participants felt underprepared. The instability of care also caused participants issues 
when it came to establishing relationships. As Jasmine puts it, “everybody comes and 
goes…so you become friends with someone, but the next day they’re gone. I lost a lot of 
people in my life, so for me, it was like if I didn’t get close to them, I can’t lose them.” 
This sentiment was echoed by other participants; the unstable nature of their placement 
and their likelihood of moving prevented them from making huge efforts in developing 
relationships with other people because they knew they would be moving again. Ricky 
also describes this as an issue of community even within the foster care setting: “There’s 
no community in foster care. We’re all separated from each other…if there was 
community, we would be able to help create a system of support.” 
“I Was Not Allowed To…”: Hyper Surveillance in Foster Care 
 Stigma was responsible for the hyper surveillance during their time in foster care. 
As described in chapter five, many heard negative messaging around what it meant to be 
a foster youth. Many received this messaging from adults in their lives, but others were 
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quick to cite research that indicted the limited success care leavers had had in adulthood. 
These negative messages about foster youth seemed to be the prime reason why the 
issues of hype surveillance were present for participants in this study.  
 As mentioned earlier, Ashley B. had barriers to employment as a result of her 
group home placement attempting to control her life. She takes the issue of control 
further: “Group home staff kind of seemed to like a power struggle. They were always 
trying to assert their authority and combatted with me efficiently advocating for myself. 
There was always a power struggle.” Ashley B. started to challenge this because “well, 
these people can’t possibly have my best interest at heart.” At the end of her experiences, 
Ashley B. refused to let this consume her and instead began to see herself just the same as 
any other child: “We go to school with your kids…we’re totally normal.”  
 Brandon experienced push back in the group home: “They were very involved in 
our lives, and they didn’t really like it when we were proactive or trying to go outside of 
their structure.” Bubblegum describes that failing to yield to control had consequences: “I 
was told that this is the schedule, this is what I have to follow, and if I didn’t…I was very 
severely punished.” 
 Many participants strove to have normal lives in foster care but were often 
stymied from doing so. As Charlie describes, “I didn’t know what normal was. I didn’t 
know what family was. I didn’t know, I guess, what love was. Maybe they did care. I 
don’t know, but I don’t think they cared.” Megan describes feeling as though she were 
treated differently because she was in foster care. 
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It became a lot because, at some point, multiple agencies become involved. There 
were just so many people coming in and out of the house, and it wasn’t 
necessarily for me. And they’re asking you questions like “Are you okay here?” 
I’m like, “I’m a normal kid. I just want to be left alone.” And I’m just like, I don’t 
want to talk to a therapist because there’s nothing wrong with me. A 7-year-old 
girl isn’t going to be able to vent and tell you full details about what she went 
through growing up. Anything that I had built up, I can sit and talk to my [foster] 
mom about. Like a normal child would.  
 Many could not do simple things, like visit friends or participate in volunteer 
opportunities, because of the concern over their ability to make safe choices. As Rhianna 
describes, “my county viewed older foster children as a liability and older foster children 
in my community didn’t really have a lot of opportunities. If anything happened, the State 
was responsible.” Rhianna cites this reason as to why she couldn’t attend football games 
or spend time with friends. 
 All the participants in the study described incidences of being prohibited from 
participating in an activity that would promote their development as a result of being in 
the foster care system. Participants also described foster care as a place that limited their 
freedom. Adah quantified her loss of freedom and described how foster care prevented 
her from making friendships.  
Being in foster care for me…it was a sense of a loss of freedom. Like, you have 60 
percent of freedom, but the other 40 percent…you are a ward of the State, and 
you have to follow the rules. I couldn’t do this, I couldn’t do that. It was hard for 
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me to have friends because my social worker, everybody wanted to know who my 
friends are. They really want to know the address, and they want to know the 
parents. They want to make sure that you’re safe and because of that I couldn’t 
make much friends ‘cause I couldn’t talk to nobody as much ‘cause I was so 
afraid.  
Adah’s concern is that of recognizing the concern for her well-being, while 
simultaneously recognizing that this came at the expense of her establishing relationships. 
This continued to her later life: “Even as an adult now, it’s hard for me to articulate and 
talk with people.” 
 Some felt as though they needed to break the rules to develop these relationships. 
Brandon describes his experiencing in making friends as requiring him to break the rules; 
according to him “since you’re not really allowed to have a relationship with people 
outside of school while you’re in care, it was hard to build those kinds of friendships 
unless I was breaking the rules.” This idea that the rules of foster care prevented 
participants from developing relationships was echoed by many of the participants when 
asked to describe the important relationships in their lives when they were leaving care. 
 While most forms of control were overt in the descriptions provided by 
participants, a more insidious version of control was present in Jasmine’s experience. 
Though Jasmine did not describe her present circumstances negatively, when asked about 
her experiences moving from foster care to adulthood, she explains that her placement 
simply decided things for her. As Jasmine describes, “when I was getting ready to leave 
care, they already set up housing for me. They found a place and made the arrangements. 
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I didn’t have no say so. They didn’t give me a choice or let me help…they just did it all 
for me.” Jasmine is presently employed at the agency where she was moved into during 
her transition; this agency provides services to former foster youth with co-occurring 
mental health issues. She described her work as a positive experience. She recognizes 
that it is her current position is time-limited and hopes to transition to a different role 
when her ability to do her job has passed: “Well, I know it’s up to 30-years-old, and I just 
started there in June because I just got discharged from them in February. I know once 
you’re 30-years-old, you can transition to the family advocate.” While this arrangement 
works for Jasmine, she is presently living in housing that is run by her employer and has 
previously received services from her employer. She describes the weirdness of this dual 
role: “It’s difficult because the staff used to be my staff, now they’re my coworkers, so 
it’s just kind of weird…” 
 The overwhelming sense of control that the child welfare system had in their lives 
causes many participants to forgo services. Rhianna, Charlie, and Bubblegum refused 
extended foster care because they felt that their lives would be more strictly controlled if 
they stayed connected to the system. Other participants limited the types of services they 
received as part of their aftercare in order to avoid feeling as though they were too reliant 
on a system that had controlled their lives. 
Conclusion 
 The narratives in this chapter demonstrate that child welfare acted as an 
oppressor. Built within the structure and practice of child welfare was a lack of resources 
and information and hyper surveillance, two defining features of structural oppression 
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(James et al., 2003). This structural oppression posed the largest set of barriers in the 
lives of care leavers as they attempted to prepare themselves to leave foster care. The lack 
of adequate preparation for adulthood left many feeling ill-equipped for the reality that 
independence presented. The lack of information left many even more ill-prepared 
because they lacked resources and did not often know that resources were available until 
later. Finally, the hyper surveillance as a result of stigma towards foster youth 
demonstrated a focus on obligatory care (seen as legal responsibility) and control rather 
than on transforming their lives or developing youth into independent adults. These 
barriers often ran counter to the articulated goals of child welfare: to move care leavers 
towards education and employment and reduce the reliance on public assistance.  
 In the larger context, the findings of this study demonstrated that care leavers 
have specific visions for their success in life. They can envision goals for themselves at 
the time of transition to adulthood and engage a variety of resources while they attempt to 
meet these goals. However, the biggest barriers to their success tend to come from the 
foster care system itself. The issues of lack of resources, lack of information, and lack of 
control create the greatest challenges for youth in establishing relationships or developing 
capital that could help them meet the goals they envision for themselves. Despite these 
challenges, care leavers expressed a desire to overcome and move beyond the negative 
expectations that others have of them and to give back to the current generation of youth 
experiencing care. These findings connect to the larger field of care leaving research, as 
will be discussed in the next chapter.   
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CHAPTER EIGHT: DISCUSSION 
 This study sought to add the literature by answering questions about how care 
leavers define defined their own visions of success, how they determined their own goals, 
and how they used the human, social, and cultural capital resources available to meet 
these goals. In attempting to answer these questions, the study revealed information on 
how the foster system itself care poses significant challenges in meeting the articulated 
goals of moving foster youth from dependent children into self-sufficient adults. The 
rules within foster care that prevented participants from engaging in activities to promote 
their own development and the lack of information around available aftercare resources 
indicate the structure of child welfare to be an oppressive system.  
 The findings from this study add to the existing literature by demonstrating that 
care leavers are able to articulate and envision their own definitions of success in their 
lives. These definitions encompass a focus on achievements, quality of life, and 
connection. Care leavers also determine their goals with relation to employment, 
education, and find financial and independent living stability, consistent with the 
emphasis on positive adult outcomes in existing policy and research (Anderson & 
Williams, 2018; U. S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2016; Wilson, 2019). 
 Another contribution to the literature is the documentation of specific barriers 
youth encountered as they attempted to achieve success. The findings demonstrate that 
care leavers face significant challenges to their human, social, and cultural capital as they 
move into adulthood, and these challenges are endemic to the foster care system. Simple 
activities, such as working or volunteering, are often seen as threats to the control that 
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placement settings have on youth in their care. Policies preventing participation in these 
kinds of activities constrain the preparation for adulthood foster youth receive prior to 
transition and their access to resources as they are emerging. These challenges often leave 
care leavers at a distinct disadvantage as they attempt to navigate their own self-
determined goals for success. This leads to some instability at the start of their transition, 
even though many may stabilize later. 
 The identity capital model (Côté, 2016b) provides a framework for unpacking 
success, goals, and the use of resources by care leavers as they move into adulthood. 
However, the theory of emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2007a; Reifman et al., 2007) 
demonstrates that the experience of foster care deviates from the experiences of youth 
outside of foster care. These theoretical considerations have an impact on policy and 
practice. 
 Policy should continue to develop mandates for states that support and promote 
stability and services for youth in care. There is recently passed policy that attempts to 
address the goals of providing educational stability and normalcy for youth; this study 
and the theory support these legislative changes. Theory indicates that preparation for 
adulthood should be gradual and progressive (Arnett, 2007a; Schwartz et al., 2005), but 
narratives in this study indicated that preparation for adulthood often occurred later. This 
demonstrates that policy and practice fail to adequately address the greater context of 
development in transitioning youth from care into adulthood. Subsequent legislation 
should address these shortcomings by allowing services to be provided earlier and 
establishing new practice guidelines that phase-out services in a manner that reflects 
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emerging adulthood.  
 In doing so, practice should also be adjusted in order to both ensure that all youth 
in care are provided equal access to resources to prepare for and support self-sufficient 
adulthood and information about aftercare resources that could be accessed. More 
substantial preparation for adulthood in identifying community-based resources when 
care leavers age out of aftercare supports is needed to ensure that care leavers who 
experience hardship when support is ended are not left in crisis. More attention to shared 
decision-making with youth should be given so that youth gain a better sense of control 
earlier in their preparation for adulthood.  
 Practices should also attempt to reduce the impact that stigma around negative 
perceptions of foster youth and their ability to achieve has the lives of youth in care. 
These efforts should be evaluated using anti-oppressive research approaches, such as 
those outlined by Rogers (2012), namely including service users in the research process, 
explicitly naming the oppression creating conditions that are harming service users, and 
generating solutions to address these harms.  
 Research should continue to evaluate the continued issues of the child welfare 
system in preparing youth for adulthood. However, the approach to research should be 
envisioned. Existing literature demonstrates that research evidence on the outcomes of 
youth in care has often focused on the individual as the level of intervention, and this 
study demonstrates that research needs to regain focus on the system as the unit in need 
of intervention. Research with older populations should be conducted in order to 
determine the more long term effects of foster care and the gains made by care leavers; 
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care leavers who are older may have more to tell the research community about strategies 
for meeting their goals. In doing this, research specifically needs to address the continued 
issues of deficit-focused social science that lead to the internalized negative messaging 
care leavers experience about their futures. 
Theoretical Implications: A Review of the Models 
 This study used three main theories to inform its development: positive youth 
development (Lerner et al., 2011), the identity capital model (Côté, 2016b), and emerging 
adulthood (Arnett, 2007a). Positive youth development is an appropriate underlying 
model for the study because it places youth in the position of actors; youth are seen as 
valuable assets in making decisions about their futures (Lerner et al., 2011). The identity 
capital model helped provide a framework that captured the different types of capital care 
leavers had acquired during their time in care, their transition from care, and how they 
used their acquired capital in early adulthood. These models do not require youth to 
belong to any particular affinity group for the model to be valid. However, this is not the 
same for emerging adulthood. 
The Identity Capital Model and Foster Care 
 The identity capital model served as a useful theory for capturing the types of 
capital that participants had acquired during their time in care, during their transitions to 
adulthood, and after exiting formal foster care. The model helped frame how care leavers 
were able to define their goals and then use the capital available to them in order to reach 
these goals. This theory also revealed a much larger truth about foster care: the foster care 
system places care leavers at an inherent disadvantage by its structure. 
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 Foster care creates structural barriers to achieving positive outcomes in adulthood 
for care leavers. Foster youth face a variety of challenges in both their identity capital 
(gradually developing a sense of agency) and other forms of capital as a result of 
separation from the family. They are left at a starting cumulative disadvantage in 
educational and relational domains, which become further compounded because these 
domains impact continued education and vocation in adulthood. Though some exceptions 
exist, an overwhelming majority of care leavers fare worse than their non-foster care 
peers in adulthood. 
 Participants in this study described the challenges they had in gaining human 
capital through education, employment, volunteering, and training for adulthood. Many 
experienced multiple school moves, were denied opportunities to work and volunteer, 
and had delayed or ineffective training for adulthood provided to them. This is not unique 
to the group that participated in this study.  
 The disruptions to education and lack of employment opportunities for youth in 
care are directly connected to poor educational and employment adulthood outcomes (as 
discussed in chapter 2). Strong human capital would be indicated by higher levels of 
education, high wage employment, or increased levels of employment, but studies 
indicate that these remain lower than their non-foster care peers (Courtney et al., 2011; 
Courtney et al., 2018; Stewart et al., 2014). This indicates structural barriers that prevent 
care leavers from developing strong human capital.  
 Social capital was also impacted as a result of being in the foster care system. 
Participants in this study also described a variety of different places they turned to for 
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support, but many also discussed the challenges they had with building support. Research 
on the impact of multiple moves while in care also provides more insight into the 
challenges care leavers have in finding support. Constant disruptions in placement may 
prevent foster youth from developing relationships with key adults from whom capital 
may be acquired. Avery and Freundlich (2009) explain that care leaving emerging adults 
may have difficulty managing relationships when they feel that security or survival is 
threatened, and this may likely affect care leavers during their transition to adulthood. 
Chambers and her colleagues (2018) found that frequent changes in placement resulted in 
care leavers perceiving their relationships as unstable and distant. Care leavers may also 
have issues connecting with peers and in romantic relationships (Goodkind, Schelbe, & 
Shook, 2011). Aside from simply feeling connected to others, the relationships care 
leavers have may be toxic or abusive at much higher rates than their non-foster peers 
(Courtney et al., 2011). Further complicating relational development is the stigma 
associated with care (Rogers, 2017). Children in foster care are seen as disposable, 
deviant, and coming from circumstances that suggest they are broken in some way (Horn, 
2020; Rogers, 2017). This prevents them from seeking help from potential sources of 
support that may be able to help them when they are floundering in early adulthood. 
These disrupted or unhealthy relationships present a form of challenge to the acquisition 
and maintenance of social capital for care leavers 
 Cultural capital was also negatively impacted for care leavers in the study. Care 
leavers had little opportunity to hear about successful foster youth who had exited the 
foster care system and were often faced with stories of impending failure. The research 
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indicates that this is not uncommon; as discussed in the section on research implications, 
care leavers are very aware of the statistical data that describes their experience to their 
peers. Studies have shown that care leavers experience internalized and structural stigma 
in how these studies are used to describe their “likely” adult outcomes (Horn, 2020; 
Rogers, 2017; Smith, 2017).  
 Conversations with practitioners in the field have indicated that youth develop 
notions of what is expected from them in adulthood based on what they hear from 
professionals in the child welfare system and the information about the negative statistics 
they are exposed to while in care (e.g., they are told that [positive outcome] is rare, but 
[negative outcome] is very common) (D. Hamilton, personal communication, 8 May 
2019). In this way, foster youth learn that society expects the limited success of care 
leavers: facing several challenges and failure is likely (Smith, 2017). This failure is 
unsurprising given that unlike the experience of non-foster youth in emerging into 
adulthood, policies expect that the movement into adulthood is discrete; one day they are 
supported by the system of care that provided from them in their childhood and the next 
they are left to fend for themselves while being provided with overenrolled supports. This 
further creates barriers to meeting the outcome expectations framed by the dominant, 
deficit focused research for care leavers and contributes to the feelings of failure (Horn, 
2020; Smith, 2017).  
 Finally, while the identity capital model concerns itself with the types of capital 
available to youth as they move into adulthood, it does so in the service of determining 
how youth use this capital to achieve their own goals (Côté, 2016b). Participants in this 
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study often described feeling as though they had the limited agency to develop capital, 
which in turn limited their ability to achieve their goals in adulthood. Though a policy 
focus exists on meaningfully involving care leavers in their planning to transition from 
care (FCSIA, 2008), indicating an intent to engage youth as resources, even when this 
plan is developed with the transition-aged youth, the topics to be covered are prescribed: 
education, employment, financial self-sufficiency, identifying resources for the previous 
three categories, mentoring, acquiring important documents, housing, health insurance, 
and risk reduction services (e.g., COBRA, 1986;  FCIA, 1999; California Department of 
Social Services, 2019). This focus on engaging youth in planning along pre-determined 
instead demonstrates a focus on treating youth as recipients of services and undermines 
their development by being seen capable partners who can intentionally plan for their 
growth and development (Lofquist, 1989). This represents one of the greatest threats to 
the agency of children in care. 
 From a larger perspective, Côté (2016b) advocates that removing structural 
barriers should remain the goal for those engaged in helping youth develop into 
adulthood, while at the same time recognizing that youth need to be provided with tools 
to penetrate those barriers. Existing policy provides guidance on providing concrete 
training and resources (e.g., education, permanency), but very little guidance on 
developing and strengthening identity capital and supporting personal agency for youth 
leaving care. Theory suggests that this practice should change. This is particularly 




Emerging Adulthood and Foster Care 
 The study used the theory of emerging adulthood as a developmental theory to 
explain the primary tasks that society expects of young adults as they move into 
interdependence. In this theory, youth are attempting to resolve the developmental 
dilemma of identity versus role confusion by attending to specific cognitive tasks that 
will launch them into adulthood (Arnett, 2007b). While the theory provides a specific 
framework for understanding one view of the maturation process from adolescence to 
adulthood, the theory operates under some key assumptions: 
1. The launch into adulthood is a gradual process. 
2. Capital is acquired from agents in the network of the emerging adult. 
3. Failure is a normal part of emerging into adulthood, and the social network serves 
as a key area of support for the emerging adult. 
 These assumptions prove challenging to apply to care leavers in this study for a 
variety of reasons. First, there is very little commentary on the intentional, gradual 
development of children into adults in foster care within policy. For much of policy 
history, services that provide transition case planning to youth were not federally 
mandated until the youth reaches 16-years of age (FCIA, 1999); the participants in this 
study often referred to receiving these services later than that age. New policy shifts that 
down to age 14 (PST, 2014), but there are still no assurances that this will translate to 
services being provided by the states at that age. The focus on arbitrary ages also proves 
problematic as positive youth development and other human development theories 
indicate that all youth, regardless of age, have the ability to participate in their own 
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development. For the theory of emerging adulthood to hold for care leavers, the focus on 
arbitrary ages for service provision in policy must be abandoned in lieu of 
developmentally appropriate activities across childhood.  
 Second, emerging adulthood does not set an upper age limit for when families 
stop supporting their children. Though the period in the developmental process is seen as 
taking place from the ages of 18 to 25 years old, commentary within the theory indicates 
that some families stop supporting their adult children at various ages (Osgood, Ruth, 
Eccles, Jacobs, & Barber, 2005; Schoeni & Ross, 2005). This allows for the gradual 
transition. However, for most care leavers, the transition to adulthood is quite abrupt. 
Once care leavers reach the age of 21 (or up to 26 in some jurisdictions), they lose access 
to a large number of support services, such as housing support, educational support, and 
other supports that help them maintain stability in their lives. As the findings from this 
study demonstrate, some care leavers are still working towards their transition goals, even 
as far as 10 years later. Policy and practice also do not focus on phasing out these 
services as time passes; care leavers have access to the full range of services on one day 
and then lose access completely the next. This represents the abruptness of the transition 
and is inconsistent with the theory of emerging adulthood. 
 Finally, whereas many young people can rely on continuous connections with 
family members and receive financial support in order to sustain independence (Osgood 
et al., 2005; Schoeni & Ross, 2005), care leavers have experienced significant disruptions 
in their families ties and may even be permanently separated from their families of origin 
and placed into foster families and other types of care settings. As such, many care 
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leavers may not have a home and family they can return to from time to time as needed as 
they make their way toward independence (Rutman & Hubberstey, 2016; Salazar et al., 
2018). Some may have acquired alternative family arrangements, such as being placed in 
a stable foster family setting, many – and especially older youth and those with the most 
significant challenges – are placed in alternative settings, such as congregate care and do 
not enjoy the kind of acquired capital that one might gain from a family unit as a result of 
family privilege (Seita, 2014).  
 This means that relying on a familial system for support when experiencing 
failure is often not an option for care leavers. While some participants in this study were 
able to age out of foster care connected to foster families, this was not the case for over 
two-thirds of the participants in the study. Many of the participants described their social 
support as composed of a variety of systems-involved people, but the least likely type of 
support received from the social networks of participants was tangible support. Tangible 
support would be the type of support that the theory of emerging adulthood would 
indicate is necessary for addressing failure that is built into this developmental timeframe 
(Arnett, 2007b). 
 For these reasons, an adjusted set of assumptions about how foster youth emerge 
into adulthood are necessary: 
1. The launch into adulthood for foster youth is a legally abrupt process, though their 
developmental needs remain the same as youth not in care. 
2. Family, foster families, and other people who were part of a youth’s life prior to 
adulthood cannot necessarily be assumed as the sources of capital or support for 
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the youth leaving care. 
3. Foster youth are systemically disadvantaged in gaining the assets that promote 
success in adulthood. The threshold for mistakes and the impact of failure carries 
a greater consequence for care leavers than non-foster care involved adults after 
official supports are terminated. 
By adjusting the preset assumptions of the theory of emerging adulthood, a more 
substantial picture of how youth who experience marginalization in society by virtue of 
lacking family privilege can be developed. This can inform how policy and practice are 
then developed to address the unmet needs of care leavers. 
 
Policy and Practice Implications 
 The findings from this study demonstrate that care leavers experience issues with 
educational stability, employment during their time in care, volunteer opportunities, and 
opportunities to develop relationships with people in the community. These barriers exist 
as a result of issues that are endemic to the foster care system. The continued focus of 
child welfare systems to act as systems of care and control for children from broken 
families (Sarri & Finn, 1992) poses the largest threat to the preparation of children in care 
for adulthood. Issues with providing limited resources or information to youth in care 
(despite the existence of these resources) and attempts to control all aspects of their lives 
(via hyper surveillance) represent systemic oppression (Gil, 1984; James et al., 2003) and 
this study demonstrates that these features of the system actually do more harm than good 
in the lives of care leavers. This is supported by other studies that have focused on this 
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population (Berzin et al., 2014; Hokanson et al., 2020; Kools, 1997). 
 Legislation passed within the past 5 years may address these issues. Still, new 
legislation is needed to increase the types of support that care leavers have when exiting 
care. These changes must occur if a focus on the development of youth in care is to be 
achieved, and foster care to become a transformative experience as opposed to one that 
reinforces the social order that places children from struggling families back on the 
bottom of the social ladder. 
Recent Policy and Practice Developments 
 The Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 (ESSA, 2015) clarified the roles of local 
educational agencies (LEAs) and the child welfare system in promoting educational 
stability for youth in primary and secondary education. This guidance was specifically 
around transportation of children in care to maintain enrollment in their previous school 
when children changed placement settings within the same reasonable geographic area 
(e.g., a different school defined zone within the same district or an adjacent district within 
the same geographic area) (ESSA, 2015). Prior to this legislation, a conflict existed 
between the two systems (child welfare and education) as to who was responsible for the 
cost of transportation (Clemens, Lalonde, & Sheesley, 2017). The findings from this 
study, as well as findings from previous studies, suggest that reducing school instability 
can positively impact the lives of foster youth and care leavers. 
 Second, issues with employment, volunteering, and developing community 
connections were prevalent for the participants in the study. A legislative solution already 
exists for this issue. The Preventing Sex Trafficking and Strengthening Families Act of 
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2014 (PST, 2014) created new key legislation to promote the growth and development of 
youth in care. For the first time, a federal definition of normalcy was provided to the 
states, and states were given a directive to promote normalcy for youth. In the Federal 
definition, normalcy was regarded as providing or allowing youth access to activities or 
items suitable for their current developmental stage (PST, 2014). This act also changed 
time points for youth to participate in their transition plans; youth at the age of 14 were 
now encouraged to choose two people to be a part of their case planning with one acting 
as an advocate to ensure that normalcy was being provided to the youth (PST, 2014). 
Finally, more efforts to connect youth to permanent living arrangements (e. g. 
guardianship, adoption, or return to home) were mandated in the legislation (PST, 2014). 
 The findings on hyper surveillance in this study suggest normalcy legislation is 
necessary to ensure that youth in care are afforded opportunities to participate in 
activities that are developmentally appropriate. This could include employment 
opportunities as the youth reaches the age in which they are allowed to hold a work 
permit. Many of the stories shared by the participants in this finding indicated that they 
had been denied opportunities to work because of issues with liability or because their 
placement settings did not feel that they were trustworthy enough to participate in 
employment outside the congregate care setting. This legislation allows family foster 
homes and congregate care settings to approve these types of activities for youth in their 
care. It also clarifies the obligation of these placement settings to provide these activities. 
However, the legislation does not strictly require placement settings to do so. Practice 
should ensure that normalcy options are being provided to youth.  
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  Another piece of legislation that may help with establishing legal permanency for 
youth and improve the transition for young adults as they age out of care is the Bipartisan 
Budget Act of 2018 (BBA, 2018). In this legislation, a few key changes to the ILS 
program and ETV program were made. First, ILS program funds could be used to serve 
care leavers up to the age of 23, rather than the previous age limit of 21. While this is a 
step in the right direction, the findings from this study suggest that more intensive 
services, like extended foster care, might be best if the maximum age of eligibility is 
increased. Research has demonstrated the positive effect that extended foster care has on 
care leavers who participate in it, and many of the participants in this study who were in 
extended foster care also reported that it helped them with their transition to adulthood. 
Increasing the age of extended foster care is also supported by the theory of emerging 
adulthood, which recognizes that young adults often receive help from their families until 
much later than reaching legal adulthood (Arnett, 2007b).  
 Second, the BBA of 2018 changed how care leavers can use the educational 
training vouchers (ETVs). The new legislation allows care leavers who were in care at or 
after their 14th birthdays to use ETVs until the age of 26 years old but places a 5-year cap 
on their use of the care leavers’ lifetime (BBA, 2018). While expanding who may use the 
ETVs is a good legislative move, the findings in this study and other research suggest that 
care leavers are often delayed in their attainment of postsecondary education (Courtney et 
al., 2011; Pecora et al., 2006; Pecora et al., 2003). This means that this legislation needs 
to account for an older population to use these vouchers; other barriers to education may 
be present that services or legislation does not account for.  
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 Finally, establishing more intensive services for connecting foster youth to 
families remains important. The BBA of 2018 required states to reduce the use of 
congregate care settings and increase adoption opportunities for children in care. Many of 
the participants in this study described their congregate care settings as unnecessarily 
restrictive, which posed a barrier in establishing relationships with peers and other adults 
in the community. The reduction of congregate care settings as a placement option should 
help prevent these issues with future generations of foster youth. Additionally, some of 
the participants in this study had adults in their lives they considered as close as family. 
Providing increased opportunities for youth in care to create these caring relationships 
with important adults in their lives is crucial, especially because findings from this study 
and other studies on youth-adult relationships for youth in care demonstrate that care 
leavers rely on important adults in their lives to provide support as they move into 
adulthood (Munson & McMillen, 2009; Spencer, Drew, Gowdy, & Horn, 2018; 
Thompson et al., 2016).  
New Directions for Policy and Practice 
 Current policy treats aging out as an abrupt process. Even though aftercare 
supports are provided to care leavers, these supports are available one day and are gone 
the next. There is no gradual phasing out of the supports provided to care leavers, which 
is counter to the process of emerging adulthood. This and other studies (Courtney et al., 
2011; Courtney et al., 2018; Hokanson et al., 2020; Paul-Ward, 2009; Pecora et al., 2005; 
Pecora et al., 2003), as well as theory (Arnett, 2007a; Schoeni & Ross, 2005) 
demonstrates the transition to adulthood represents a period of instability in the lives of 
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young people and that gradually reducing supports in necessary to promote self-
sufficiency.  
 One such way the federal government can intervene is to develop a program that 
allows for the gradual reduction in support to care leavers as they move into adulthood. 
This program could also re-enter their lives with intensive support if needed. This 
approach is not novel to the Federal government. Such a program exists for persons 
experiencing disabilities who are attempting to enter the workforce.  
 The Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999 (TTW, 1999) 
established the Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency program for persons receiving social 
security disability insurance (SSDI). This program allows persons receiving SSDI to 
engage in a trial work period of 9 months while continuing to receive their full SSDI 
benefits, regardless of how much they earn during this trial work period; if their ability to 
work becomes threatened after 5 years, they are able to receive expedited reinstatement 
of their benefits (W. R. Morton, 2013). People eligible for this program range from 18 
years to 64 years old; of the 13.5 million people eligible to participate in this program, 
only about 317,000 have been served (W. R. Morton, 2013). 
 Approximately 42,000 foster youth exit traditional and extended foster care each 
year (U. S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2018). Creating a mechanism that 
phases out support as care leavers achieve more independence and reestablishing support 
may serve beneficial to care leavers. If present legislative guidelines on extended foster 
care and preparation for adulthood are followed, this support can be implemented at age 
21 and can be gradually reduced as care leavers demonstrate their ability to maintain self-
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sufficiency. If at any point before their 25th birthday, they need support due to the loss of 
job or stability in their lives, they can receive reinstatement of their benefits. This 
represents the gradual and supported transition into adulthood that emerging adults may 
have in the traditional family setting (Schoeni & Ross, 2005). 
 Applying this model to care leavers would also allow child welfare workers to 
continue to provide supportive services to young adults leaving care. However, important 
in providing these supports in recognizing the need for providing services that give 
control to the care leavers. As this study demonstrates, many care leavers refuse services 
as a result of feeling too controlled by the child welfare system. This sense of feeling 
overtly controlled is not unique to the participants in this study. In their study on care 
leavers in Massachusetts, Hokanson and her colleagues (2020) found that young adults in 
extended foster care felt that their adult sense of agency was diminished by child welfare 
workers. As young adult care leavers are experiencing tremendous threats to stability at 
this time, this practice needs to be replaced with more developmentally appropriate 
practices to support agency among young adults. 
 These new policies and practices need to be monitored in order to determine 
whether the services being provided are reducing the impact of the foster care system on 
the adult lives of care leavers. This research needs to operate from an anti-oppressive 
stance and reduce the focus on deficits among care leavers; instead, it should refocus the 
burden of change onto the system, where the burden belongs. 
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Research Implications: Reducing Deficit Social Science and Future Directions 
 Care leavers in this study had ample access to messages that framed their 
existence in care and identity as care leavers as negative and their possibilities in 
adulthood as limited. Some of this framing came as the result of findings in seminal 
studies on care leavers. This is not surprising as the research on care leavers often talks in 
terms of the differences in achieving outcomes between care leavers as one group and 
non-foster care involved youth as a comparison group (e. g. Courtney et al., 2011; Pecora 
et al., 2003). The findings in the seminal research are often used by care leavers to 
discuss the potential deficits they will encounter, not just among the participants in this 
study, but in other studies that have examined the lives of care leavers (Horn, 2020; 
Rogers, 2017; Smith, 2017).  
 Rogers (2012) indicates that this is a form of oppressive research practice. While 
the studies mention in passing the need for services to be improved, these studies often 
fail to explicitly name the problem: the child welfare system. By avoiding controversial 
statements in their discourse, the research is then easily used by the oppressive systems in 
placing the deficit on the individuals instead of the system (Rogers, 2012).  
 The result of this deficit approach is that care leavers who experience negative 
adulthood outcomes are seen as cautionary tales by society (Rogers, 2017; Smith, 2017); 
these outcomes become expected futures by the care leaver community (Horn, 2020). 
This deficit framing places care leavers at a disadvantage because the conversation 
becomes how poorly care leavers as a whole are doing, compared to peers who may have 
distinct advantages. L. P. Davis and Museus (2019) argue against deficit focused social 
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science for any marginalized group, which they indicate places the onus on the groups 
affected by their environments rather than the environments themselves. In their view, 
dominant systems are responsible for marginalizing and oppressing groups; individuals in 
these groups are not responsible for failing to meet the expectations of the dominant 
groups because the expectations place them at an inherent disadvantage (L. P. Davis & 
Museus, 2019).  
 As discussed in chapter 3 and chapter 4, policy encourages youth in care be active 
in their case planning for adulthood (COBRA, 1986;  FCIA, 1999) and positive youth 
development sees youth as assets in their own development (Lerner et al., 2005; Lerner et 
al., 2011); the deficit focus also runs counter to these concepts because it is then 
weaponized as evidence that care leavers are failing to make positive decisions about 
their futures when compared to an arguably incomparable population. This study 
demonstrates the opposite: care leavers are making positive decisions about their futures, 
but the resources available to achieve these outcomes is scarce. 
 This critique should not be seen as an argument to abandon outcomes research. 
Much of the large-scale outcomes research is needed to continuously monitor policy and 
practice changes. However, the focus in this research is often on making comparisons 
between care leavers and a group of non-foster care experienced peers. The research also 
often refers to previous large-scale studies that have examined care leavers, but fails to 
place emphasis on how the most recent policy changes have led to improved outcomes 
for care leavers (for example, Pecora et al., 2005 mentions Pecora et al., 2003; Courtney 
et al., 2011 mentions these previous studies; Courtney et al., 2018 mentions Courtney et 
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al., 2011). Focusing on the changes between findings over time in this larger-scale 
outcomes studies may prove better at helping the foster care community understand the 
modest, but steady, improvements that have occurred over time as policies have shifted in 
child welfare. 
 Large-scale studies often also fail to mention stakeholder or service user 
involvement in the process. Rogers (2012) insists that service users need to be involved 
in meaningful ways in order for research to be considered anti-oppressive. Alternative 
approaches to research should be explored in order to ensure that service users and their 
needs are kept at the forefront of research. This means allowing service users to set 
research agendas and participate in interpreting the findings (Rogers, 2012). This study 
sought to do that by having the data reviewed by a care leaver and by assuring 
participants access to the findings once done. In listening to care leavers, another need 
was identified by the community: the need to conduct research on the longer-term 
influence of foster care in the lives of care leavers. 
 During recruitment, potential participants reached out to the researcher to express 
frustration over their exclusion from many studies. They were not wrong; very little 
research has focused on the later adult outcomes of care leavers. Only two large-scale 
studies in the United States (Pecora et al., 2005; Pecora et al., 2003) and one large-scale 
study in Sweden (Brännström et al., 2017) have focused on outcomes of care leavers 
older than 26.  
 In the two studies conducted in the United States, no focus was given on the older 
adults specifically within the sample to demonstrate if time out of care made a difference 
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for care leavers. In the Swedish study, Brännström and colleagues (2017) conducted an 
analysis of 14,000 individuals who had been in out-of-home care between 1953 to 2008. 
Nearly half of the participants who had experienced out-of-home care did not have any 
specific disadvantages in middle adulthood (age 55); however, this study did not 
disaggregate those who experienced care from those who aged out of care (Brännström et 
al., 2017). The research community simply does not have much outside of these three 
studies to make any claims as to the long-term effect of foster care or to determine if 
middle and older adults eventually catch up to their peers. More research needs to be 
conducted to determine just how pervasive the impact of foster care is for care leavers in 
later life. The community is asking for this research. 
Contributions of this Study to the Field 
 This study adds knowledge to the field by demonstrating that care leavers are able 
to articulate clear visions for success and goals as they move into adulthood. The visions 
for success and the goals they identify are in line with policies and existing research 
(school, work, stability); in addition to these goals, this study demonstrates that life 
satisfaction and connection to enduring relationships are important to care leavers. 
 This study also adds knowledge to the field by demonstrating that relationships 
and resources used by care leavers are important to achieving their goals. Of the fifteen 
participants who were in the study, only four reported achieving all of their goals at 
transition. The study also demonstrated that care leavers are still not able to access every 
resource for which they are categorically and mandatorily eligible. Participants in this 
study indicated that they were either not informed of a resource or had to advocate in 
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order to access resources that should have been provided. 
 Finally, this study demonstrates important ways in which the child welfare system 
perpetuates systemic oppression, at the expense of achieving its own articulated aims for 
improving the lives of children in its care. The issues of hyper surveillance and denying 
participants access to resources or information worked to limit the opportunities to 
achieve success for care leavers in this study. This represents a particularly novel 
contribution as very little has been written that articulates the experiences wide-spread 
oppression by care leavers in the literature. 
Limitations and Strengths 
 While this study was developed using intentional strategies to attend to rigor (see 
chapter 4), this study was not without its limitations. The study was limited in 
generalizability; only fifteen participants were interviewed in this study, and their 
experiences do not necessarily represent the larger set of experiences for care leavers in 
their age group. While the participants represented a variety of racial identities and 
geographic regions, the study was overwhelmingly gendered. Twelve of the fifteen 
participants identified as women; this means the voices of care leavers who identify as 
men were not as represented by this study. This study also had a large number who had 
either attended or completed college; this was not surprising given that many had 
participated in extended foster care, and continued progression in education is one of the 
conditions of participation in that program. However, this did mean that specific access to 
resources was often tied to school attendance. Finally, the nature of a retrospective study 
means that using the experiences of participants to make claims about the present state of 
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services is not possible. From the time these care leavers left foster care to the time they 
participated in the study, some substantial policy reforms had occurred. This means that 
their experiences do not necessarily represent the state of services and practices provided 
by the foster care system for the present and future emancipating care leavers. 
 Some strengths of the study include the diversity of experiences along racial, 
gender, and geographic regions, exploration of self-defined success and goals, and the 
use of social media as a successful recruitment tool. As described above, although the 
participants were mostly women, the racial composition of care leavers as a whole was 
largely represented. Participants also represented a variety of geographic considerations, 
from large, metropolitan areas (e.g., Los Angeles, New York City, and Denver) to 
smaller, more rural areas (small cities in Ohio, Alabama, and Alaska). This was also the 
first study of its kind in capturing the self-defined visions of success and goals of care 
leavers and reconciling this against information about capital resources available.  
Conclusion 
 This study represents an additional exploration into the literature on success and 
care leaving by connecting care leavers’ visions of success and transition goals with how 
they used the resources available to do this, despite barriers presented by the child 
welfare system. The findings suggest that care leavers have very clear visions of success 
in their lives and use what little resources they have available to work towards them. The 
findings also indicate that ability to meet these goals does not represent a failure on their 
part towards working towards them, but a failure on the part of the child welfare system 
to provide adequate resources to make their goal attainment equitable with their non-
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foster care peers. The findings indicate that child welfare acts in an oppressive manner 
that runs counter to the goal of improving the lives of children in its care. More needs to 
be done to change how policy, practice, and theory work together to enhance the lives of 
care leavers. Reducing the deficit-focused social science narrative, practicing anti-
oppressive research, creating more opportunities for capital development, and adjusting 
assumptions about the developmental process of foster youth represent the best ways to 





APPENDIX A: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
Category Example Questions 
Success/ 
Goals 
• How do you define success? 
• What goals did you have for yourself as an adult when you first left foster 
care? 
• What are your goals now? 
o What resources do you think you need to achieve them? 
Human 
Capital 
• What were your educational experiences like when you were in care? 
• What type of opportunities did you have to volunteer while you were in 
care? 
• What type of employment opportunities did you have while you were in 
care? 
• What type(s) of training for adulthood did you have while you were in care? 
• What type(s) of resources do you have available to you when you were 
leaving care? 
• What types of resources do you have available to you now? 
• How did you decide what resources to use to meet your goals? 
Social 
Capital 
• What kinds of relationships did you have while you were in foster care? 
• Who were the important people in your life while you were in care? Now? 
• What kinds of help do you get from the important people in your life? 
• What kinds of relationships do you have now? 
• Are there any people or organizations that you got help from before leaving 
foster care? 
• Are there any people or organizations that you get help from now? 
• How did you decide who to reach out to for help? 
Cultural 
Capital 
• What kinds of stories did you hear about being successful in adulthood 
while you were in care? 
• What kinds of stories did you hear about leaving foster care while you were 
in care? 
• What kinds of stories did you hear about being an adult as you were 
transitioning to adulthood? 
• What did you envision being an adult would really look like for you? 
Identity 
Capital 
• How do you being in foster care affected your ability to make choices for 
yourself during transition to adulthood? 
• How do you think being in foster care influenced your ability to achieve 
your goals? 
• How did your sense of what it means to be an adult impact your decisions 
to use your resources?    
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APPENDIX B: CODEBOOK 
**Highlighted sections represent additions to codebook** 
1. Human Capital: The educational, vocational, volunteer, or training for adulthood 
that is mentioned by participants 
a. Education: The educational experiences of participants 
b. Volunteer: The volunteer experiences of participants 
c. Vocational: The vocational experiences of the participants 
d. Training for Adulthood: Training for leaving care 
2. Social Capital: The supportive relationships or resources from organizations 
available for help 
a. Supportive Relationships: The important relationships to participants at 
time leaving care and at present time 
b. Resources from Organizations: When participants describe resources 
received from organizations. 
3. Cultural Capital: Stories about success or failure, as defined by participants or 
outside parties that participants mention 
a. Success: When participants describes success that comes from other 
sources 
i. Self-Defined: When participants give their own definition of 
success. 
b. Failure: When participant describes failure, either by the participant or an 
outside source. 
4. Identity Capital: When participant describes goals and ways they used other 
capital to meet them 
a. Goals (Transition): Participant describes their goals at transition 
b. Goals (Present): Participant describes goals at present moment 
c. Goals (Imposed): Participant describes goals that are imposed upon them 
by outside sources 
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d. Abilities: Participants describe their thoughts about being able to achieve 
goals for attributes or experiences they have 
5. Cultural Wealth: Forms of cultural capital that derive from cultural wealth 
(Yosso, 2005). 
a. Aspirational Capital: times when participants describe visions for failure 
that are in contradiction to the messages of failure or are contrary to data 
on foster youth outcomes 
b. Navigational Capital: times when participants describe seeking out 
resources from organizations that are available to them based on their 
status as a foster youth 
c. Resistance Capital: times when foster youth specifically challenge 
assumptions about the capabilities of foster youth or the foster care 
experiences 
6. Emerging Themes: Concepts that are emerging as in analysis 
a. Oppression or Isolation: when the participant describes being isolated or 
feeling controlled or otherwise oppressed by their experiences in foster 
care 
b. Counter-example or Consequence: participant shares their thoughts on 
success or goals as the reaction of negative experiences of other care 
leavers or their own negative experience related to a goal 
c. Stigma: when participant describes the negative perception of foster care, 
foster youth, or uses research to stigmatize foster youth and care leavers 
d. Underprepared or under-resourced: The participant describes an 
experience with a resource that either left them underprepared (e.g. school 
moves) or lacking a specific resource when needed 
e. Liberation: participant describes the desire to free themselves from foster 
care and resist the outcomes associated with the foster care identity 
7. Quotable Quotes: the participant says something that may yield a quote to be used 
in reporting the findings. 
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8. Uncoded but Important: contextual information that might inform how the case is 
analyzed in its whole but is not the focus of the present study. 
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APPENDIX C: CASE PRESENTATIONS TO REVIEWERS 
Research questions: 
 
1. How do care leavers define success in their own words? 
2. What self-defined goals did care leavers have as they transitioned out of 
care? 
3. What human, social, and cultural capital was available to help care leavers 
meet their goals at transition? 
Glossary 
 
Human capital: Educational, vocational, health, volunteer, or training opportunities that 
promote ability to achieve goals or meet demands of adulthood. 
 
Social capital: Connections to people or organizations that provide access to supportive 
resources that support ability to achieve goals or the demands of adulthood. 
 
Cultural capital: Access to narratives that concern themselves with the foster care 
system and the transition to adulthood. 
 
Identity capital: Ability to use the above capital resources to meet self-defined goals and 
definitions of success, also known as an agentic identity. 
 
Oppressive system: A system that is structured to systematically deny or impede 
development of some form(s) of capital for members that are part of the system. 
 
Counter-example: The narratives that indicate the lived experiences of a party outside 
the participant that creates an example of what behavior not to emulate. 
 
Consequence: An experience of failure or setback that prevents or impedes the 
participant from meeting their goals. 
 
Under-resourced: Lacking the resources that one would expect in order to meet self-
defined goals. 
 
Under-prepared: Lacking the preparation that one would expect necessary in order to 




Transition: The period of moving from custodial foster care (care prior to age 18) to 
adulthood up to age 21. Usually includes some post-care systems involvement (ILP, 
extended foster care). 
 
Resources: Governmental or non-governmental assistance to meet needs as an adult. 
 
Supportive connection: A person or organization that is able to help meet tangible 
(food, shelter, care) or intangible (emotional support, advice) needs.  
 
Stigma: The effect of internalizing difference and devaluation and the resulting in 
exclusion, isolation, or discomfort.  
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Ashley viewed success as “something you accomplished and you’re very good at.” Her 
goals at transition were to go to college and stay sober. Ashley feels that she’s met her 
goal of staying sober (“I’ve been doing pretty good staying sober. I’ve been sober for 8 
years now.”) She attended some college and still has the goal of going to college. “That’s 
one of my goals right now is to go to college, so…” 
 
Capital Resources 
Human capital. Ashley’s experience in foster care provided positive education 
experiences. She indicated living in 12 different foster care placements and attending 14 
different schools. Despite this, she was able to finish school ahead of time (“And then 
when I got into foster care, my foster parents were able to help me out with school…I 
actually graduated a year and half early being in foster care”). She had opportunities to 
volunteer. She used this volunteering as a way to “get out of the house and not be around 
all the other girls [she] was living with.” She denies being interested in employment or 
being employed during her time in care. She denies receiving any kind of training for 
adulthood prior to entering TLP (transitional living program) but mentions that she 
received training for adulthood during her time in TLP. She mentions receiving training 
in budgeting, finances, and finding a job. “There was some money classes to help me 
with finances, a financial class. That’s all I can remember…How to apply for a job, 
yeah.” 
 
Social capital. While Ashley was in care, the people she found to be important to her 
were her biological mom, dad, sisters, and grandma. According to her, “I don’t have any 
friends or anybody from my past from being in foster care.” She states that “I had contact 
with my biological family the whole time I was in foster care, which is why I don’t think 
I talked with my foster parents about much or my foster siblings.” She states that her 
foster parents helped her foster sister find housing and gain a support system when she 
was leaving care, but that she didn’t get that type of support from her foster parents 
because “ She receives help from her fiancée’s mom, her sister, and other members of her 
family in the form of helping her maintain her sobriety, giving her emotional help, and 
helping her with her children. She presently lives with her sister and denies any 
friendships outside of her family and fiancée. She attributes this to being shy and doesn’t 
like talking with other people. She says that she gets along well with others, is caring, 




She received some resources for her basic living needs during her transition from foster 
care in the form of SNAP and transitional living services. She also received chemical 
dependence courses to help maintain her sobriety. She also received some help with 
getting resources to pay for college when she left foster care. She feels like she would 
need a support system to meet her goals for the future. 
 
Cultural capital. Ashley didn’t recall any stories about success when she was in foster 
care “When I was in foster care, we didn’t really talk about how to be successful.” The 
stories she heard about what a successful adult would be is a person with “a good job and 
a nice car.” Her reference points for what adulthood would look like came from her time 
in treatment for substance misuse. “I learned a lot about adulthood while I was in 
treatment, so I already knew a bunch of stuff and what it would be like when I became an 
adult.” For her, the bad stories about being an adult were having to pay rent, pay to live, 
having her own responsibilities, and not having anyone there to help her. The positive 
stories were related to independence and not having to listen to anyone…being able to do 
what she wanted. 
 
Commentary and notes 
 
Ashley’s goals were fairly modest: maintaining sobriety and finishing college. The 
resources she had available to her during her time in care and the transition to adulthood 
appear to help her meet these goals. 
 
Ashley’s experiences in care are indicative of issues endemic to the foster care system. 
Her preparation for adulthood left her slightly underprepared to meet those goals. While 
she did well in school and finished ahead of time, she attended numerous moves during 
her time in care, which led to her attending multiple schools. She denies receiving 
training prior to her transition from care to prepare her for adulthood and even indicates 
that her foster parents didn’t provide her with any type of help to transition to adulthood, 
which she implies may have been because she planned to return to her bio family. 
 
While she did receive some help with SNAP, housing, and college expenses, she denies 
receiving any other services or mentions no other services available to her during her 
transition. 
 
The major theme related to this case would be under-prepared. While she had adequate 
resources to meet her goals, she did not receive the necessary preparation, or was denied 
preparation, to transition to adulthood. On a larger note, Ashley was denied access to 
stories about what success could look like for people who came from foster care. This 





Demographics: 23, Ciswoman, Mixed, left foster care at 18, married, kid 
 
Contextual Factors 
Success for Rhianna was “to glorify God, to fulfill God’s will. To take the adverse 
experiences that I’ve been through and someone make them good and create a good life 
for my family.” Her goals for herself when she left foster care were to go to college and 
then become a lawyer to do advocacy for foster youth. Her present goals are to have a big 
family and to continue advocacy for adult women. 
 
Capital Resources 
Human capital. Rhianna attended school on-campus at her group home in her first 
placement. She advocated heavily for herself to be able to attend a non-group home 
school because she felt that the school she was in was not challenging and was not 
appropriate for her needs. She describes having a better education after going to public 
school. She went to 3 schools total: the group home school, a school in the community, 
and a school in another county when she moved. Her caseworkers always tried to keep 
her in the same school when she moved. She moved nine times and was able to stay in 
the same school. Rhianna denies opportunities to volunteer and attributes it to being in 
foster care. “Even though my county tried to keep me in the same school, my county 
viewed older foster children as a liability. And so, I would say that, they didn’t really 
have a lot of, I didn’t really have a lot of opportunities.” She was able to run track. She 
worked as a lifeguard during her time in care. She had to quit that job because she moved 
foster homes and her foster mother didn’t want to drive her to work anymore. 
 
Rhianna attended an ILP program and that it was pretty good. She also received some 
training in school to prepare for adulthood, as well as from her foster mom, who required 
her to budget, shop, and make a meal.  
 
Social capital. Rhianna received some support from her county, but only after she started 
attending college. She was unable to receive any money for school (her school did not 
take any money from the government of any kind), but she was able to receive some 
support for a laptop. She got this information from Foster Care 2 Success, who she 
attributes to giving a lot of information support. She also had Medicaid when she left care 
but chose not to do extended foster care because she found the rules to be isolating 
“Because I had been isolated, just for so long. And it was really hard, as a teenager, to see 
all of my peers being to go to football games, go to bonfires, have friends, and I always 
had to be at home.” 
 
During her time in care, she had mostly positive relationships with the people associated 
with foster care. Her most positive relationship was with her track coach. He is still a part 
of her life. She also had a boyfriend, whose parents did what was required to allow 
Rhianna to hang out at their house.  
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The present people who are important to Rhianna are her husband and her track coach. 
Her track coach visits her, and Rhianna considers them family. Another important person 
was her youth leader during high school, who provided her with a place to stay when she 
aged out during high school. She still finds it hard to reach out for help for fear that she’ll 
be a burden. 
 
Despite these challenges, Rhianna and her husband intentionally create community by 
opening their homes and always having a place at their table for anyone. This is how she 
continues to build community in her life and gain support, like a person from her church 
that she considers to be a spiritual mentor. 
 
Cultural capital. Part of the narratives Rhianna holds are “foster youth are self-made.” 
She attributes asking for help to be difficult for this reason…because of the possibility of 
creating a burden and feeling vulnerable. When she was in care, she didn’t really hear 
many stories of what it would look like to be successful as an adult. Most of the stories 
she heard were about going to college, preventing early pregnancy, and getting started in 
a career. Her narratives for success were very much frame in avoiding negative 
outcomes, like abusive behavior or substance misuse. “To me, success did not look like 
the life my mom was living.” 
 
Rhianna felt like her county was not good at encouraging kids who left care. “They told 
me, if I left care, that I would just fail. Because they would tell me about the stereotypes 
and they’d tell me all about the statistics of foster youth, and about, what is it, 50% end 
up in jail or…” 
 
This was the dominant narrative “All foster youth go through this. So ‘you’re going to go 
through it, unless you go to college.” 
 
Her church life provided her with far more positive stories about what life could look like 
after foster care than the system involved sources.  
 
Commentary and notes 
 
Rhianna continues the narrative about the system as an oppressive force. In her narrative, 
she was denied opportunities because of stereotypes and stigma, or because she had little 
control over her life. While she did well in school and gained opportunities from that, she 
wasn’t allowed to volunteer or work because of her status as a foster youth. She also was 
denied opportunities to form meaningful connections with peers because of the rules that 
the system placed on the process of hanging out with friends. The narratives she had 






Demographics: 28, Nonbinary, Black, left foster care at 21 
 
Contextual Factors 
For Ricky, success was defined as “the achievement that drives you towards your overall 
happiness and overall basic goals…when you’re getting and obtaining things that will 
benefit that, that is my ideal notion of success.” Ricky made a 5-year plan as they were 
leaving care and hoped that they would be in law school and working as a paralegal at a 
top law firm. Putting a down payment on their house.  
 
Capital Resources 
Human capital. Ricky described their educational experiences as “flighty.” They 
described moving schools often or having terrible behavior in school. Despite these 
challenges, they mention doing well in school “unfortunately, I didn’t have stupidity, so I 
always just passed every exam. I passed the tests.” Ricky describes theirself as interested 
in self-learning and mentions being the valedictorian of their high school, a school that 
catered to foster youth students. Ricky describes theirself as volunteer minded. They 
describe volunteering at numerous agencies, but there isn’t a clear distinction if these 
volunteer opportunities took place during their time in care. Ricky denies receiving 
adequate training for adulthood. In Ricky’s experience, when they were learning what 
they needed to be an adult, the curriculum came from a binder and films, not hands-on as 
it should have been in their opinion.  
 
Social capital. Ricky stayed in foster care until 21 because they felt that “I also need to 
take advantage of all my resources.” They noticed that their social relationships during 
their time in school and in care seemed to improve when they made an effort to 
demonstrate their desire to read and learn. “That made people around me look more into 
me. That made teachers take notice.” They describe hanging out with the principal of 
their school. Ricky denied having access to mentors who could explain independent 
living during their time in care. They describe having a lot of resources thrown their way, 
but very little guidance and felt as though they didn’t need the guidance at the time. This 
made them feel like they had been hindered once they realized they were not prepared. 
Ricky spent a lot of time advocating for theirself and others. “I was reading about people 
going to the White House and marching at the Supreme Court and submitting bills, 
agenda, and I said, ‘We need to do that. Let's do this. Because I don't know what they're 
doing over here but this is not it. And if this is what the bills say they are supposed to do 
then we need to reform. And we need to create new legislature. And we need to introduce 
a new plan.’” Ricky felt that the system prevented foster youth from creating community. 
Ricky said they received the ETV for school. They also referred to numerous gift cards 
received from the child welfare services and some transitional services for education and 
employment. Ricky received help with rent in the form of a rent-shared apartment in 
NYC. They also received the stipend for extended foster care, an age out allowance, help 
with basic apartment needs, SNAP, Medicaid, and some funding for education that 
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happened outside of the system. They connected with Fostering Change Network in order 
to get a $10,000 grant to start a non-profit business.  
 
Ricky’s response to having close people in their life was mixed. While Ricky described 
that they had some relationships with folks, these relationships did not seem to endure 
past the transition into adulthood. Ricky described feeling isolated and reluctant to form 
relationships “So these are people who say that they care about you but when it comes to 
showing proof, I'm seeing a lot of no proof. So that jaded me a lot. And so, it made me be 
very resistant against forming any relationships in my last few years in care.” At the same 
time, Ricky describes having continued contact with resources to get help from and also 
describes these people as important to them. They also describe a friendship with another 
person who aged out of care. According to Ricky “Very minimal, the amount of 
connections I have.” Ricky also has a relationship with their grandma and younger sister.  
 
The help they get from their supports are emotional, appraisal, and sometimes tangible.  
 
Cultural capital. Ricky’s narratives for adulthood after foster care included information 
on the hardships about adulthood that are common to foster youth. “I’m going to have 
more barriers to my success and so I understood. I tried to spread that message, but some 
people just, they don’t’ want to deal with it anymore.” Ricky explicitly named foster care 
as cyclical “It just lets me know that there's so much work that we have to do to prevent 
other youths from continuing on this cycle because the worst thing that happens is people 
can't do it.” These stories included issues with substance misuse in adulthood, 
homelessness, justice-system involvement, and mental health. Ricky recalled one specific 
film that was showed to them during their transition courses that acted as a cautionary 
tale because it address drugs, the inner city, unprotected sex, and catching HIV. Ricky 
was critical of this approach. 
 
Ricky had a set of narratives about success as “…money, cars, clothes, and hos.” This 
was the popular narrative during their time in care and when they came out as non-binary, 
this changed. Success became about college, having a home, saving money, having a 
family, and working. 
 
Ricky thought leaving care was going to be easier than it was because they were 
“escaping the clutches of a system that I felt oppressed by. I felt free.” They were also 
told that there were many famous people who had be in care and made great lives. So the 
narrative offered by the system was that “foster care is more of a privilege because you 
get your school paid for you and other people don’t have to pay for their school.” Ricky 
felt sold a pipe dream. 
 
The stories Ricky heard about leaving care from other youth who had actually left care 
were about being abandoned about the system. Ricky at first thought this was because of 
some other reason, but their experience after leaving care echoed these narratives. Ricky 
described it as “So if they end up on the streets because they ran away and they have 
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nothing and no one’s helping them, it’s highly understandable. It’s the system failing 
them.” 
 
Ricky also felt like the foster care system was placing a lot of expectation on them and 
that the expectations were killing them. Ricky felt that the foster care system is heavily 
racially divided because there are more poor Black and Latino folks than white folks.  
 
Commentary and notes 
 
Ricky made many comments about the system as an oppressor:  
 
“They’re not going to prevent me from planning out my 5-year plan.” 
“When you’re in foster care, you are essentially a number. You are a number on a 
somebody’s ledger.” 
“And so I was no way in hell going to let any administration of children services or any 
foster care system take advantage of me and make probably millions of dollars off of me 
as long as I've been in the system and then not get anything back in return.” 
“You have us here doing these mundane labor jobs working for 75 cents. This is just 
unfair, it feels like prison.” 
“And that is why our prison system and our mental health hospitals are riddled with 
former foster youth. Because of the simple fact that it's very hard to survive and in urban 
cities where foster youth are among the highest in population,” 
 
Their narrative made it seem as though foster youth lived in a semi-gilded cage. On one 
hand, foster youth were destined to face hardship. On the other hand, foster youth a lot of 
sheltering during their time in care. This created a difficult transition to adulthood 
because foster youth didn’t get the skills Ricky felt was necessary for them to survive. 
 
Ricky also described an overwhelming need to feel successful and that this expectation 
was killing them. Throughout the interview, Ricky focused a lot on what they had 
achieved and their thoughts about the achievement than focus on the question prompts. 
There appeared to be a lot of attempt to convince the interviewer that he was being 






Success as defiance of negative outcomes 
There is a disconnect or lack of tangible connection between the social narratives of 
success care leavers were exposed to and success as they defined it for themselves. 
Success is positioned as failing to meet negative outcomes that are part of the larger 
cultural narratives the care leavers heard from people who were connected to the system. 
 
Under-resourced and under-prepared 
Despite care leavers having modest goals, the resources available them in care and during 
transition to meet these goals were often either under-developed, under-utilized, or under-
engaged. Care leavers often describe issues with access, availability, or usefulness of the 
information or resources they were provided. This is primarily along the human capital, 
social capital, or cultural capital domains. 
 
Foster care as an oppressive system 
Care leavers were systematically denied opportunities to develop human, social, or 
cultural capital as a result of their status as foster youth. Activities they could participate 
in inhibited their ability to develop social capital that may have connected them with a 
larger number of people who could help them meet goals they have. This was also 
apparent in human capital, with the usefulness or relevance of educational and vocational 
opportunities as well as training for adulthood. Care leavers were also systematically 
denied access to narratives that focused on the success of most youth and were instead 
presented with numerous examples of failure as the most likely option OR no stories of 
hope. This also provided for goals that were modest, yet presented much difficulty 
achieving these modest goals. 
  
129 
APPENDIX D: EXAMPLES OF MATRICES 
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